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Sex, Race, and the Epistemology of Desire in the Literature and Culture 
of Contemporary France 
Blase A. Provitola 
 
 This dissertation examines the literary and activist histories of lesbian and queer 
communities in France from 1968 to the present, retracing the changing relationship between 
national and sexual identities. It contributes in several ways to debates about ‘homonormativity’ 
and ‘sexual democracy’ that have unfolded in France since the beginning of the twenty-first 
century, notably by bringing recent historical and sociological scholarship on the racialization of 
gender and sexuality into dialogue with literary studies. Sex, Race and the Epistemology of 
Desire puts well-established literary authors (such as Monique Wittig, Mireille Best, and Nina 
Bouraoui) in conversation with little-known queer writers and activists of color (such as the 
Groupe du 6 novembre and the Lesbiennes of color), studying processes of subject formation 
through which individuals come to understand their desires in relation to family structures and 
community belonging. Through historically and politically contextualized readings, it reflects on 
the fact that desire has often come to be understood through the lens of sexual identity, arguing 
that assumptions about the importance of visibility and “coming out” have tended to marginalize 
poor and racialized groups. Deconstructing the common opposition between “identitarian” and 
“non-identitarian” literature, it argues for a richer and more epistemologically-attentive approach 
to sexual and gender politics. It shows that this epistemological reframing is necessary to 
counteract mainstream media’s often reductive accounts of minority sexualities, particularly with 










Reading Desire in the Republic, or, Do Zouzou and France sleep in the same bed? ………...……………1 
 
Chapter One 
In Visibilities: The Groupe du 6 novembre and the Racialization of Sexual Orientation…...……………41 
 
Chapter Two 
Saint Wittig: Queer Modernity and Progress Narratives of Resistance………………………...………..101 
 
Chapter Three 
Desiring Communities?: Identity Ambivalence in the Works of Nina Bouraoui and Mireille Best....….175 
 
Chapter Four 
Queer is Not Enough: Decolonizing Epistemologies of Desire………………………………….………241 
 
Conclusion 





















To my chosen family whose love and support made the completion of this project possible, and 








Reading Desire in the Republic, or, Do Zouzou and France sleep in the same bed? 
 
Le féminisme blanc est soutenu par l’hégémonie d’un récit dont la temporalité et la spatialité sont dessinées par une 
modernité européenne qui a introduit une dichotomie entre ce qui est humain et ce qui ne l’est pas.1 
 – Françoise Vergès, 2019 
 
In Leïla Sebbar’s novel Shérazade: 17 ans, brune, frisée, les yeux verts (1982), the 
eponymous heroine meets two charming young women, Zouzou and France, who work with her 
at a boutique in the central area of Les Halles in Paris. Originally from Tunisia and Martinique, 
respectively, Zouzou and France spend most of their weekend nights at boozy parties, where they 
get ogled by fashion industry hipsters eager to capitalize off of the latest street trends worn by 
their young guests, who are mostly from the “béton des blocs de banlieue [concrete jungle of 
urban housing projects].”2 Zouzou and France know that getting noticed could be their ticket out 
of poverty, so they play with the exotic archetypes that they know this crowd wants to see, well-
aware that they “[plaisent] autant aux hommes qu’aux femmes [are appealing to men as well as 
women].”3 It is not only their “look pas possible [unbelievable style]” that attracts them 
attention, but also their unusually close bond: they are together “vingt-quatre heures sur vingt-
quatre [twenty-four seven]” and share a small studio apartment.4 This ambiguous arrangement 
provokes much murmuring and speculation. When one of their male friends asks them if they 
sleep in the same bed, they do not respond.  
                                               
1 “White feminism is upheld by the hegemony of a narrative whose temporality and spatiality are drawn by a 
European modernity that has created a dichotomy between what is human and what is not.” Françoise Vergès, 
“Toutes les féministes ne sont pas blanches,” H-France 11, no. 2 (2019): 1–5. 
2 Leïla Sebbar, Shérazade: 17 ans, brune, frisée, les yeux verts [Shérazade: 17 years old, dark curly hair, green eyes]  
(Saint-Pourçain-sur-Sioule: Bleu autour, 2010 [1982]), 110. All translations in this dissertation are mine unless 
otherwise noted. 
3 Sebbar, Shérazade, 115. 




The opacity of their relationship only increases the curiosity of party-goers and industry 
professionals, who see this mysterious pair of exotic beauties as a goldmine. When a famous 
photographer offers to pay Zouzou, France, and Shérazade handsomely for a titillating afternoon 
photoshoot, they accept—but only in order to put a stop to the exploitative practices for which he 
is known. After arriving at his studio, they are not surprised when he asks them to kiss and 
fondle each other in skimpy animal-print garb, and to pose as “guérillères [female guerilla 
fighters]” holding unloaded machine guns.5 “Les scènes de jungle [jungle scenes],” he explains 
to them, are very “in” at the moment, and will appeal to his “clients [male clients]”—as well as 
his “clientes [female clients],” he adds, “pour prouver à quel point le public était large [to show 
what a wide audience he had].”6 The photographer soon discovers, however, that these girls have 
no intention of following his instructions when they pull out their own (realistic imitation) pistols 
on him before running off with their pay. Clearly, he had not been counting on these young 
women to turn his spectacle of exotic sexuality into a scene worthy of the guerrillères in 
Monique Wittig’s 1969 feminist classic.  
Zouzou and France, who occupy no more than a dozen of that novel’s 250 pages, are in 
some ways at the genesis of this dissertation. In a Francophone context, I initially thought that 
questions of desire between women were as absent from postcolonial literature as were questions 
of race and colonization from lesbian literature. Scholarship in these fields certainly seemed to 
confirm that in any event. The works of Franco-Algerian novelist Nina Bouraoui beginning in 
2005 seemed to be the exception that proved the rule, and, as will be discussed later in this 
dissertation, her road to being readable as a lesbian author was a long and tortuous one. This 
relative silence stood in stark contrast to other discourses on race and sex, which became 
                                               
5 Sebbar, Shérazade, 147. 




omnipresent as unprecedented media attention tied questions of sexual modernity to issues of 
immigration, citizenship, and national belonging. Anxieties built up around recurring racialized 
figures in the media—in particular the victimized fille voilée (“veiled woman”) and virile garçon 
arabe (“Arab man”)—demonstrated how central certain norms of sex, gender, and sexuality 
were becoming to national identity.7 The hypervisibility of those scapegoats stood in contrast to 
the relative absence of other less easily-digestable and less stereotypical subjects and narratives. 
Beyond these problematic media stereotypes that reinforced the same tired narratives over and 
over, there were clearly much more nuanced stories to be told about the ways in which various 
social groups inhabited the many different and interrelated aspects of their identities. Such stories 
might be less legible perhaps in part because, like Zouzou and France, they did not make 
themselves legible according to French standards of intimacy and bodily presentation. By 
looking at the figures most marginalized in contemporary debates on immigration, I sought to 
better understand the forces that made them a discursive impossibility.  
I thus set out to learn how desire and sexuality have come to be known and studied, with 
the hope of elucidating and counteracting the discourses underlying problematic narratives of 
French (and, more broadly, Western) sexual civilization and modernity. I first turned to sources 
challenging dominant socio-sexual norms—gay, lesbian, and feminist history and literature—
only to discover that critical analyses of race, immigration, and class seemed nearly as absent 
from such sources as they were from the mainstream media. Yet if such questions had not been 
broached in those publications, it seemed impossible to me that they had never been posed. 
Foregrounding such questions would require interrogating the assumptions at work in existing 
research, which I suspected were still unwittingly privileging certain socio-sexual norms even in 
                                               
7 If I include the original French phrases in italics, it is to indicate their establishment and circulation as currency in 
the media. Nacira Guénif Souilamas and Éric Macé, Les féministes et le garçon arabe (La Tour d’Aigues: Éditions 




studies of sexual minorities. How could I study race, gender, and sexuality in a way that could 
shed light on the many ways in which bodies, subjects, and communities make themselves 
seen—or resist such legibility? How might looking to desire and identity within sexual 
subcultures help me understand the broader dynamics of sexual citizenship and its shifting 
contours in the context of debates about immigration? How could revisiting French feminism 
expose and transform assumptions about its history, theory, and literature? I sought to develop 
approaches to gender and sexuality studies that would not reproduce problematic assumptions 
about sexual modernity. 
I put discourses on “sexually-progressive” forms of contemporary citizenship in dialogue 
with the broader literary, cultural, and social histories and literatures of feminist, gay, lesbian, 
and queer social movements in France since their advent in the late 1960s. This allows for a 
fuller understanding of how and why recent forms of inclusion for sexual minorities have 
occurred—a process that necessitates re-examining well-known or canonical works of literature 
and theory through the lens of understudied literary or activist texts. My methodology thus 
combines larger scale approaches verging on a sociology of literature with sustained and 
carefully-contextualized readings of novels, short stories, films, and poems. I also aim to address 
issues of citationality by foregrounding the critical work that has already been done by antiracist, 
intersectional, and queer feminist activists and scholars in France, much of which has received 
little scholarly attention. I put their critiques in dialogue with recent social sciences scholarship 
on sexual nationalisms as well as with gender and sexuality studies more broadly. 
This project contributes to broader efforts to revisit the history and literature of French 
and Francophone feminisms and sexual minority movements, examining how sexual ontology is 




of sexual ontology is situated within a broader inquiry about what I call the epistemology of 
desire, which consists of studying how we know what we think we know about the physical and 
affective attachments and urges that we pursue individually and socially. One of this project’s 
major contentions is that there are multiple epistemologies of desire, but that they exist unevenly 
and are often apprehended with difficulty because of how knowledge has been transformed in the 
context of different forms of colonialism and capitalism. Stated in the broadest possible terms, 
this project’s aim is to decolonize epistemologies of desire. 
This project took shape around a constellation of issues whose common aim was to 
understand how people have come to understand their own subjectivity as shaped by and 
constituted through intimacy and sexuality. More specifically, I look at how such 
understandings—how we know, or think we know, our wants and practices—are inflected by 
race and class even when such issues may not be readily apparent. Through the figures of 
Zouzou and France, this introduction will touch upon various issues that intellectually and 
historically situate this dissertation. Teasing out the many elements of a comparatively brief 
literary episode also serves to illustrate how such fleeting moments or secondary characters can 




“Si vous étiez dans un hammam…”: Racialization and Colonial History 
Zouzou and France’s interactions with the photographer first of all drum up the fraught 
colonial history of sexuality that any representation of racialized women seems confronted with. 




spectacle, he appeals to the woman-only spaces he assumes they frequent: “Si vous étiez dans un 
sauna ou un hammam […] vous seriez toutes nues et ça ne vous gênerait pas, eh bien là c’est 
pareil.”8 The trope of exotic and erotic feminine spaces has long been marketable to French 
audiences. Harems and hammams, constructed through European literature and colonial 
postcards,9 continue to be imbued with pornographic fantasies—a fact that was made abundantly 
clear when in 2015 the prominent tube sight PornHub released data revealing that “beurette” was 
the number one search term in France.10 The silence surrounding Zouzou and France’s own 
intimate lives stands in contrast to the hypervisiblity of racialized tropes that are marketable to 
French men—and, as the photographer repeats, to women too. This dissertation will discuss the 
formation, representation, and perception of desiring subjectivity, such that images like these 
acquire cultural meaning and monetary value. Such meaning and value, and the power relations 
that enable them, must be understood within a legacy of colonialism that has always articulated 
questions of race and sex together. To discuss such questions, however, requires a vocabulary 
through which to discuss issues of race in naming the forms of oppression faced by women like 
Zouzou and France. 
                                               
8 “If you were in a sauna or a hammam, you would be completely nude and it wouldn’t bother you – well, this is no 
different.” Sebbar, Shérazade, 148. 
9 For the construction of woman-only spaces as hotbeds for perversity and Sapphic activity, see Leila Ahmed, 
“Western Ethnocentrism and Perceptions of the Harem,” Feminist Studies 8, no. 3 (Autumn 1982): 524;  and 
especially Jocelyne Dakhlia, “Harem: ce que les femmes, recluses, font entre elles,” Clio: Femmes, Genre, Histoire, 
no. 26 (2006), https://doi.org/10.4000/clio.5623. For a work that accurately describes this phenomenon of “Oriental 
Sapphism” while also problematically reproducing it, see Malek Alloula, Le harem colonial: images d’un sous-
érotisme (France: Garance, 1981), 64–68. The English translation has been published in the form of a coffee table 
book, revealing the lasting voyeuristic appeal of such images for Western audiences.  
10 Beurette is the offensive feminine form of the term beur, which is a back-slang term for “Arab,” controversially 
used to refer to descendants of immigrants from Algeria, Tunisia, and Morocco, primarily those coming of age 
during the 1980s and early 1990s. The Pornhub statistics were reported by The Economist in 2015 (“Naked 
Capitalism,” The Economist, September 26, 2015, http://www.economist.com/international/2015/09/26/naked-
capitalism?zid=319&ah=17af09b0281b01505c226b1e574f5cc1). For the figure of the beurette in pornography, see 
also Éric Fassin and Mathieu Trachman, “Voiler les beurettes pour les dévoiler: les doubles jeux d’un fantasme 





To speak of race in France is of course no easy task, and requires an engagement with its 
history of resistance to that very category of analysis. Within the context of Republican 
universalism and in the shadow of the Vichy Regime, the specter of any imperium in imperio11 
has provoked massive pushback, with many suggesting that the term “race” has no place in the 
French nation.12 Compared to questions of social class, race has up until recently been the object 
of very little academic research.13 This has been made clear in controversies about gathering 
racial statistics (an approach refused even by established antiracist organization SOS Racisme), 
and in François Hollande’s promise during his campaign to suppress the word “race” from the 
French constitution—and add the word “sex.”14 
At the same time, pathbeaking works such as Frantz Fanon’s Peau noire, masques blancs 
(Black Skin, White Masks) make it clear that race has been critically analyzed in France for 
decades. In 1972, feminist sociologist Colette Guillaumin published one of the first substantial 
studies on the category of “race,” which she defines as the ex post facto justification for 
colonization through a constructed “forme biologique utilisée comme SIGNE [biological form 
used as a SIGN].”15 This ever-uneasy “sign” was consolidated throughout the colonial period as 
the sexual and racial boundaries of the nation were drawn through issues such as the status of 
                                               
11 This is the Latin phrase used by Joseph Emmanuel Sieyès in his influential revolutionary political pamphlet 
“Qu’est-ce que le Tiers État [What is the Third Estate]?” circulated in 1789, which is widely considered to be one of 
the nation’s founding documents. 
12 For further explanation of the factors leading to France’s fraught relationship with the concept of race, see Pap 
Ndiaye, La Condition noire (Paris: Calmann-Lévy, 2008). 
13 For an exploration and contestation of the “zero-sum” approach to studying questions of race and class, see Eric 
Fassin and Didier Fassin, eds., De la question sociale à la question raciale? Représenter la société française (Paris: 
La Découverte, 2006). 
14 See Geoffroy Clavel, “Les députés d’accord pour supprimer le mot ‘race’ de la Constitution (et introduire le refus 
du sexisme),” Huffington Post, June 27, 2018, https://www.huffingtonpost.fr/2018/06/27/les-deputes-daccord-pour-
supprimer-le-mot-race-de-la-constitution-et-introduire-la-lutte-contre-le-sexisme_a_23469122/. For an overview of 
recent debates about SOS Racisme’s opposition to the 2007 immigration restriction bill’s demographic data 
collection clause, see Daniel Sabbagh and Shanny Peer, “French Color Blindness in Perspective: The Controversy 
over Statistiques Ethniques,” French Politics, Culture & Society 26, no. 1 (2008): 1–6, 
https://doi.org/10.3167/fpcs.2008.260101. 
15 Colette Guillaumin, L’idéologie raciste: genèse et langage actuel, 2nd edition (Paris: Gallimard, 2002 [1972]), 3, 




“métis-se [mixed race]” children,16 the management of sex work and colonial brothels,17 the 
consolidation of white patriarchal family structures, and the spectacle of sexualized “indigenous” 
bodies and practices.18 Drawing on the work of Ann Laura Stoler, I will argue that a crucial 
aspect of that process is the co-constitution of race and sex, which designates how these two 
modalities of oppression have become so deeply enmeshed with one another that they cannot be 
fully understood as discrete categories.19 The colonial production of knowledge about intimacy 
and desire shapes the lenses and terminology through which subjects come to make meaning of 
themselves.20 Elsa Dorlin has defined this mutual engenderment of discourses of racism and 
sexism as an “épistémologie de la domination [epistemology of domination].”21 
Edward Said’s concept of Orientalism guides my understanding of such epistemologies 
of domination. He defines Orientalism as a “style of thought based upon ontological and 
epistemological distinction made between ‘the Orient’ and (most of the time) the ‘Occident.’”22 
This “mode of discourse with supporting institutions, vocabulary, scholarship, imagery, 
doctrines, even colonial bureaucracies and colonial styles,”23 is one that “cannot seriously be 
understood or studied without their force, or more precisely their configurations of power, also 
                                               
16 Emmanuelle Saada, Les enfants de la colonie: les métis de l’empire français entre sujétion et citoyenneté (Paris: 
Éditions la Découverte, 2007). 
17 Christelle Taraud, La prostitution coloniale: Algérie, Tunisie, Maroc, 1830-1962 (Paris: Payot, 2003). 
18 Julia Ann Clancy-Smith and Frances Gouda, eds., Domesticating the Empire: Race, Gender, and Family Life in 
French and Dutch Colonialism (Charlottesville, VA: University Press of Virginia, 1998); Anne McClintock, 
Imperial Leather: Race, Gender, and Sexuality in the Colonial Conquest (New York: Routledge, 1995); Ann Laura 
Stoler, Carnal Knowledge and Imperial Power: Race and the Intimate in Colonial Rule (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2002); Judith Surkis, “Propriété, polygamie et statut personnel en Algérie coloniale, 1830-1873,” 
Revue d’histoire du XIXe siècle, no. 41 (2010): 27–48, https://doi.org/10.4000/rh19.4041. 
19 Ann Laura Stoler, Race and the Education of Desire: Foucault’s History of Sexuality and the Colonial Order of 
Things (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1995). 
20 Greg Thomas, The Sexual Demon of Colonial Power: Pan-African Embodiment and Erotic Schemes of Empire 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2007). 
21 See Elsa Dorlin, La matrice de la race: généalogie sexuelle et coloniale de la nation française (Paris: Éditions La 
Découverte, 2006) 
22 Edward W. Said, Orientalism (New York: Vintage Books, 1979), 2. 




being studied.”24 This dissertation will relate literature to social thought and political context in 
order to trace the consolidation and evolution of such configurations of power. I will speak of 
discursive constructions occurring across various domans of knowledge and forms of 
representation; in keeping with Said’s approach, I do so not to collapse them all or assign them 
all the same weight or meaning, but rather to show how seemingly disparate fields construct 
mutually-reinforcing webs of knowledge. However, my work focuses primarily on the 
“postcolonial” period—a term that I use to connote what is widely-understood to be the offical 
end to colonization—and thus requires an analysis of how anticolonial struggle initially adopted 
and reconfigured such knowledge.  
In the middle of the 20th century, anticolonial nationalists fought to gain political 
independence and construct discourses of cultural authenticity that would refute the imposition 
of colonial culture. The development of such so-called “traditions,” which had been constituted 
through the colonial spatio-temporal mapping of modernity onto bodies, actually 
“traditionalizes” societies, recasting colonial ontology and epistemology in politically-
anticolonial garb.25 Some of these traditionalized attitudes were subsequently seized upon by 
former colonizers and their allies in the postcolonial bourgeoisie,26 and deemed to embody forms 
of “fundamentalism,” “extremism,” or “backwardness,” with no consideration for the historical 
context of political and economic oppression in which these strategies developed. 
                                               
24 Said, Orientalism, 5. 
25 Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger, eds., The Invention of Tradition (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
1983). I borrow the term “traditionalize” from Joseph Massad, who draws on Hobsbawm and Ranger in his 
discussion of Palestinian anticolonial nationalism in “Conceiving the Masculine: Gender and Palestinian 
Nationalism,” Middle East Journal 49, no. 3 (Summer 1995): 468. 
26 Fanon was one of the earliest to theorize the postcolonial bourgeoisie’s adoption of European discourses of 
sexualized racism, which focused on issues such as polygamy, the veil, and the supposed “mépris des Arabes pour le 





These power relations constitute the background for contemporary discussions of race in 
France, which rely on claims about culture or tradition. As Étienne Balibar has argued, race has 
shifted from discourses based on pseudoscience to ones rooted in “l’irréducibilité des différences 
culturelles; un racisme qui, à première vue, ne postule pas la supériorité de certains groupes ou 
peuples par rapport à d’autres, mais ‘seulement’ la nocivité de l’effacement des frontières, 
l’incompatibilité des genres de vie et des traditions.”27 The State has wielded this racism that 
does not speak its name—only a language of “values”— in relation to colonial and postcolonial 
migratory flows, targeting racialized populations arriving in France through the management of 
living arrangements, hygienic practices, and relationship structures.28  
I consider the process-oriented nature of the term “racialization” helpful in thinking 
through the various institutions, actions, perceptions, identifications, and laws that establish a 
racial hierarchy in accordance with shifting “cultural” criteria, including sartorial choice, 
intimate practice, family structure, and sexual identity or lack thereof. I draw on the analyses of 
Houria Bouteldja, spokesperson for the Parti des indigènes de la République (Party for the 
Indigenous Subjects of the Republic), who views race as related to a variety of different 
categories that are (as the use of the term indigène makes clear29) historically and legally 
entrenched within the very foundations of the Republic: 
                                               
27 “The irreducibility of cultural difference; a racism that, at first glance, does not postulate the superiority of certain 
groups or peoples in relation to others, but ‘only’ the harmfulness of the erasure of borders, the incompatibility of 
lifestyles and traditions.” Étienne Balibar, “Y a-t-il un ‘néo-racisme’?,” in Race, nation, classe: les identités 
ambiguës, by Étienne Balibar and Immanuel Wallerstein (Paris: La Découverte, 2007 [1988]), 33. 
28 Elisa Camiscioli, Reproducing the French Race: Immigration, Intimacy, and Embodiment in the Early Twentieth 
Century (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2009); Amelia H. Lyons, The Civilizing Mission in the Metropole: 
Algerian Families and the French Welfare State During Decolonization (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 
2013). 
29 The French term “indigène,” is not only a problematic ethnographic term; it was also a legal term used to 
designate colonized populations whose personal status was subject to local law, and who were thus subject to a 
different legal regime than the rest of the French population unless they fulfilled a set of cultural and legal criteria to 
become naturalized (which only a very small percentage did). The “Code de l’indigénat [Indigenous Code],” 




La race est un rapport social comme le genre, comme la classe. Il est fondé sur de 
supposées catégories raciales, ethniques et religieuses qui sont issues de l’histoire 
de l’esclavage et de la colonisation. […] Mais la race se réinvente: on n’a pas 
besoin de venir de l’histoire coloniale pour être racisé et infériorisé dans la 
mesure où c’est la France qui est coloniale et qui décide qui elle infériorise. […] 
C’est la France qui est raciale. Nous voulons assumer le stigmate pour le 
dépasser. Personne n’échappe à la racialisation, blancs ou indigènes. Mais les uns 
sont dominants et les autres dominés.30 
Like Bouteldja, I use the term racialization to designate the production and management of 
populations based upon shifting criteria tied to colonial history and slavery. I also use it to 
designate the processes via which whiteness is consolidated and coded as “neutral” through the 
inferiorization of racially-marked populations.  
Terminology designating individuals or populations, however, is a complicated one that I 
cannot pretend to have resolved in this project. As has been clear in this introduction so far, I will 
frequently have recourse to the imperfect umbrella term “racialized.” As a white American 
studying issues of race in a French context, I have struggled with the nomenclature to adopt to 
designate populations produced and oppressed through the invention and administration of the 
category of “race” and its attendant terminology. Terms are unstable, always changing, messy, 
and problematic; and yet they are also omnipresent and, I contend, reinforced in part through the 
impression that naming them is “complicated” or is itself a way of enacting racism (especially in 
France). 
                                                                                                                                                       
of laws to most members of the colonized population. This law further consolidated racial codes and restrictions 
already legalized through the senatus-consulte of 1865. 
30 “Race is a social relationship like gender, like class. It is founded on supposed racial, ethnic, and religious 
categories that are issued from the history of slavery and colonization. […] But race reinvents itself: one need not 
come from colonial history to be racialized and inferiorized to the extent that it is France that is colonial and that 
decides who it inferiorizes. […] It is France that is racial. We want to take on that stigma in order to get past it. No 
one escapes racialization, whether white or indigène. But one is dominant and the other dominated.” Caroline 
Izambert, Paul Guillibert, and Sophie Wahnich, “Revendiquer un monde décolonial: Entretien avec Houria 




 My terminology is influenced by the fact that I spent my first year of dissertation research 
and writing in the context of certain activist communities and spaces primarily in Paris. I 
attended a variety of events and protests where I learned the ways in which individuals and 
communities in France made sense of their personal and collective experiences outside of a 
strictly academic contest. I grew to adopt the nomenclature used by most antiracist activist 
groups that I was acquainted with, such as Queers et Trans RaciséEs contre le racisme et le 
néocolonialisme (discussed in Chapter Four).31 Like these groups, I use the term “racialized” to 
connote individuals who are oppressed by racism (especially when making broader statements 
encompassing a variety of racial or cultural groups). When speaking of specific individuals or 
groups, I will rely upon their self-identification to the greatest extent possible. For example, I use 
the Anglophone qualifier “of color” when referring to members of the Groupe du 6 novembre 
and Lesbiennes of color (discussed in Chapters One and Four, respectively), and use the term 
“métisse [mixed race]” sometimes adopted by authors Elula Perrin and Nina Bouraoui (in 
Chapters One and Three, respectively). 
When I am referring to individuals who enact or structurally benefit from such racial 
oppression, I will use the term white for simplicity’s sake; however, in my use, that term 
connotes being “racialized as white,” since I will also be focusing on the construction of 
whiteness. This decision reflects the upsurge in the use of the terms “blanc [white]” and “non-
blanc [non-white]” which seek to avoid euphemism while exposing the structuring force of 
racism that so often hides behind neutrality. The question of shifting nomenclature, however, 
remains an open one for the future of my project. As imperfect as existing terminology may be, it 
is nevertheless clear that the representation of racialized women is overburdened in ways that it 
                                               
31 In Chapter Four, I will also discuss their name change from the above to Queers et Trans révolutionnaires contre 




is not for white women. This is in part because of how dominant perceptions of race and cultural 
contain within them assumptions about gender presentation and sexual practices.  
 
 
“Les bals de femmes, ça existe”: Heterosexuality and Femonationalism 
Before Zouzou, France, and Shérazade hold up the unsuspecting photographer, he rattles 
off orders to them, trying to convince them to strike erotic poses, kiss and fondle each other, and 
show as much skin as possible: “Vous faites comme si vous dansiez dans une boîte, les bals de 
femmes ça existe.”32 He assumes that they are unaware that such woman-oriented spaces exist, 
while also assuming that they will do whatever he asks for money with no prior negotiation; 
desire between them is mediated by his camera and the audience’s presumed fantasies. This 
reflects the ways in which racialized women are presumed to be heterosexual until proven 
otherwise, and are typically assumed to be subject to forms of familial and social constraint that 
are particular to their culture, religion, or ethnic group. More than a casual presumption though, 
this has come to constitute its own subfield within postcolonial and gender and sexuality studies.  
This first became apparent to me when studying authors such as Leïla Sebbar who are 
known for portraying the cultures and identities of the so-called “beur generation.”33 Studies of 
gender and sexuality in such works typically map tradition and modernity onto culture of origin 
and French culture, respectively, with analyses frequently exploring the “agency” of the 
characters, authors, or filmmakers involved, as they negotiate or subvert—to cite one scholar—
                                               
32 “Just act like you’re in a club, women’s dances exist too.” Sebbar, Shérazade, 147–48. 
33 See footnote above for a definition of beur. This term has widely been considered to be offensive and reductive 
from its very inception, and, apart from this singular usage in scare quotes to denote a problematic cultural 
designation, I will only use it as a qualifier in this dissertation to refer to an established body of literature associated 




“the traditional Arabo-Berber-Islamic culture of their parents’ generation, with its insistence on 
male authority, female virtue, arranged marriages and women’s destiny as wife and mother.”34 
The tendency to measure female characters’ “agency” by their apparent “sexual emancipation” is 
one aspect of what literary and film scholars have honed in on when constructing a specifically 
“Arab” heterosexuality.  
I draw on Jonathan Ned Katz’s Foucaultian study of the category of heterosexuality as, 
like homosexuality, a recent invention. Building off of that theory in colonial and postcolonial 
contexts, I posit racialized heterosexuality as a construction with a specific colonial history.35 
While I will not delve into the ways in which this has occurred (indeed, this merits its own 
separate study), I believe that it is crucial to understand that this is a contemporary invention 
whose precise forms and criteria have shifted over time.36 One crucial aspect of this discourse 
has been the victimization of racialized women at the hands of fathers, brothers, and community 
members; in a postcolonial context, this has been reconfigured most recently in relation to the 
perceived sub-communities of the banlieues or cités, two metonyms used to connote the poor 
and disenfranchised suburban housing projects of major French cities. 
In the mid-1990s and early 2000s, the concerns and experiences of racialized women 
came into especially sharp focus as the national media, major political parties, and academics 
were drawn to several events signaling the dangers represented by youth in the banlieue. These 
sites were first targeted as hotbeds of masculinist violence in three stylized films, made by white 
directors: La Haine (1995), Ma 6-T va crack-er (1997), and La squale (2000). Following these 
dramatizations of violence, which were often read to reflect everyday realities in the banlieue, 
                                               
34 Carrie Tarr, Reframing Difference: Beur and Banlieue Filmmaking in France (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2005), 87.  
35 I am heavily influenced by Greg Thomas’s arguments in his aforementioned book, The Sexual Demon of Colonial 
Power. 




came the mediatization of so-called “tournantes [gang rapes],” a slang term which began to be 
used in the popular press to portray this practice as specific to the cités.37 In 2002, Samira Bellil 
published a first-person testimonial, Dans l’enfer des tournantes (In the Hell of Gang Rapes),38 
about the sexual violence she faced growing up in Seine-Saint-Denis (a suburb northeast of 
Paris); shortly thereafter a teenager named Sohane Benziane was burned alive by her ex-
boyfriend in the southern suburb of Ivry-sur-Seine. Inspired by the publicity of these tragic 
events, a group of women founded, in 2003, the first racially diverse feminist movement to 
attract national attention: Ni putes, ni soumises [Not Virgins, Not Whores; or NPNS].39 
The government and media began taking an active interest in this group in the context of 
the highly-publicized debates about Islam and French “laïcité [secularism].” At that time, critical 
media attention was being devoted to Muslim attitudes towards women, as was made clear in 
                                               
37 Studies of this media phenomenon claim that the term first appeared in newspapers in November 2000, in Le 
Monde’s review of the film La squale (Fabrice Genestal, 2000), whose opening scene depicts a Black caïd luring a 
young woman into a trailer, where he subsequently rapes and brands her along with his friends (nearly all readable 
as of Arab descent). Critics of this fictional film subsequently treated it as an eyewitness account of suburban 
violence perpetrated by young Black and Arab men against young women of all races, and the term tournante made 
dozens of appearances in major newspaper articles on the banlieue between 2001 and 2003. This film, directed by a 
former high school teacher in the northern suburb of Sarcelles, won Best First Film at the 2001 César Awards, and 
has been said to have been viewed by the French administration as a glimpse into the “reality” of the banlieues. See 
Tarr, Reframing Difference, 111. For studies of the origin of the term “tournante,” see Laurent Mucchielli, Le 
scandale des ‘tournantes’: Dérives médiatiques, contre-enquête sociologique (Paris: La Découverte, 2005), 1–32; 
Christelle Hamel, “‘Faire tourner les meufs’: les viols collectifs dans les discours des agresseurs et des médias,” 
Gradhiva 33 (2003): 85–92. 
38 Samira Bellil, Dans l’enfer des tournantes (Paris: Denoël, 2002). The literal translation of the French title is “In 
the Hell of Gang Rapes”), and Bellil provides the origin of the slang term tournante as follows: “L'habitude était de 
‘serrer les meufs’ ou de les ‘faire tourner’ […] On se prêtait une fille comme on se prête un CD ou un pull. On la 
faisait ‘tourner’ [The custom was to ‘hook up with girls’ or ‘pass them around’ […] You could lend someone a girl 
the way you’d lend them a CD or a hoodie. You ‘passed them around’]” (53–54). There is, however, no evidence 
that this was a slang term before it became a term in the media, or even that it is a term now used amongst the 
suburban communities targeted by the press. The above is my translation; for the official English translation, see 
Samira Bellil, To Hell and Back: The Life of Samira Bellil, trans. Lucy R. McNair (Lincoln, NE: University of 
Nebraska Press, 2008). The term tournante or “gang rape” disappears from the title when transposed in a different 
socio-political context. 
39 NPNS presented itself as giving voice to oppressed young women in the banlieues, and elected Bellil as their 
honorary president. Media coverage of the movement framed these banlieues women as primarily struggling to cope 
with their male family members, who were described as enforcing a form of patriarchy branded as “Arab” or 
“Muslim.” They subsequently organized the Marche des femmes des quartiers pour l’égalité et contre les ghettoes 
[March of banlieue women for equality and against ghettoes] early in 2003. For a fuller account of the founding of 




high profile debates such as the one between scholar and theologian Tariq Ramadan and then 
presidential candidate Nicolas Sarkozy in November 2003, in which the latter presented himself 
as a supporter of women in comparison to his Muslim interlocutor. This culminated in the 
banning of the “foulard islamique [Islamic headscarf]”40 from public schools.41 On top of that, 
the so-called “macho” violence of the 2005 “émeutes [riots]” only provided further grist to the 
national media’s mill as purported norms of gender and sexuality were used to demonize 
racialized men and victimize racialized women. Though NPNS may have at first appeared an 
unprecedented effort to make marginalized women’s voices heard in State affairs, it quickly led 
to disillusionment.42 Ultimately, the movement was co-opted under the Sarkozy presidency.43  
This was a tactical move on the part of Sarkozy who, in his roles as minister of the 
interior and then president, frequently instrumentalized women’s rights in the name of cracking 
                                               
40 I will intentionally use the term foulard associated with press coverage and academic discussion of these debates 
at the expense of a more nuanced one in order to designate the French national construction of this symbol of 
“Islam.” I am not referring to the various specific sartorial practices associated with different national traditions and 
sects of Islam, which many others have spoken about at length.  
41 Following various incidents in the late 1980s and 1990s, these debates exploded in 2004 when, following the 
refusal of two young women to remove their foulards, the administration took action by banning all signs that 
“manifestent ostensiblement une appartenance religieuse [ostensibly manifest belonging to a religion]” in public 
schools, disproportionately targeting Muslims and Jews. For a timeline and stakes of the debates surrounding the 
“headscarf,” see Joan Wallach Scott, The Politics of the Veil (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2007); John 
R. Bowen, Why the French Don’t Like Headscarves: Islam, the State, and Public Space (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2007); and Bronwyn Winter, Hijab & the Republic: Uncovering the French Headscarf Debate 
(Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 2008). 
42 Controversially, NPNS organized the “Mariannes noires [Black Mariannes]” exhibit in concert with Jean-Louis 
Debré, the conservative president of the National Assembly known for his violent anti-immigrant policies and 
rhetoric. While presumably intending to promote the inclusion of racialized women in Republican government, this 
exhibit nonetheless raised many questions about the relationship between this new strand of feminism and the 
administration. Furthermore, NPNS President Fadela Amara was outspoken in support of the government’s 
headscarf ban, announcing after the passage of the 2004 law that “Ce débat est désormais clos [This debate is now 
over].” See Fadéla Amara, “Ni putes, ni soumises: Pour une nouvelle mixité fondée sur le respect,” Empan 57, no. 1 
(2005): 41–43, https://doi.org/10.3917/empa.057.0041. 
43 Indeed, Amara would go on to become secretary for city policy (“secrétaire d’État chargée de la politique de la 
ville”) under center-right Prime Minister François Fillon from 2007 to 2010. For an analysis of the 
instrumentalization of NPNS by the major political parties, see Julie Billaud and Julie Castro, “Whores and 
Niqabées: The Sexual Boundaries of French Nationalism,” French Politics, Culture & Society 31, no. 2 (Summer 
2013), https://doi.org/10.3167/fpcs.2013.310205; Mayanthi Fernando, “Save the Muslim Woman, Save the 
Republic: Ni Putes Ni Soumises and the Ruse of Neoliberal Sovereignty,” Modern & Contemporary France 21, no. 
2 (2013): 147–65; Miriam Ticktin, “Sexual Violence as the Language of Border Control: Where French Feminist 




down on “illegal” immigration, tightening State security, and promoting a new national identity 
defined in part through its progressive sexual politics. He introduced the “Contrat d’accueil et 
d’intégration [Integration contract],”44 which obliges non-European immigrants to sign a 
document adhering to the Republic’s language and values—including its sexual values: 
“notamment l'égalité entre les hommes et les femmes et la laïcité [notably equality between men 
and women and secularism].”45 Secular State-sanctioned heterosexuality is posited in response to 
unacceptable forms of racialized heterosexuality that infringe upon liberal notions of bodily 
autonomy. 
This fascination with racialized heterosexuality is clear in the huge number of 
autobiographically-influenced pseudo-sociological and pseudo-journalistic accounts that are 
continually published for a French audience (and for Western audiences more broadly). Saba 
Mahmood has cited the importance of these “native testimonials,” in claims to knowing the 
“truth” about the horrors of the Arab world.46 These focus overwhelmingly on the racialized 
heterosexualization of women, such as Shereen El Feki’s Sex and the Citadel: Intimate Life in a 
Changing Arab World, which was translated into French in 2014.47 In 2016, in the context of the 
                                               
44 Since 2007, this contract must be signed by all non-EU foreigners seeking a long-stay visa, and certain temporary 
residency permits. Under the heading “La France, un pays d’égalité [France, a country of equality],” the contract 
reads: “Les femmes ne sont soumises ni à l’autorité du mari, ni à celle du père ou du frère pour, par exemple, 
travailler, sortir ou ouvrir un compte bancaire. Les mariages forcés et la polygamie sont interdits, tandis que 
l’intégrité du corps est protégée par la loi. [Women cannot be forced to submit to the authority of their husband, nor 
to that of their father or brother in order to, for example, work, go out, or open a bank account. Forced marriages and 
polygamy are forbidden, and bodily integrity is protected by the law].” Office Français de l’Immigration et de 
l’Intégration, “Contrat d’accueil et d’intégration,” accessed March 21, 2018, http://travail-
emploi.gouv.fr/IMG/pdf/cai.pdf. 
45 Full text of this law (no. 2006-911, 24 July 2006, “relative à l'immigration et à l’intégration”) is available at:  
https://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/eli/loi/2006/7/24/INTX0600037L/jo/texte 
46 Saba Mahmood, “Feminism, Democracy, and Empire: Islam and the War on Terror,” in Women’s Studies on the 
Edge (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2008), 81–114. This includes works such as Azar Nafisi’s Reading 
Lolita in Tehran (2003 [2004]), Irshad Manji’s The Trouble with Islam (2004 [2004]), Ayaan Hirsi Ali’s Infidel 
(2004 [2005]), Fadela Amara’s and Sylvia Zappi’s Ni putes ni soumises (2003), and Chahdortt Djavann’s Bah les 
voiles! (2003). Brackets indicate publication date of the French translation. 
47 This work is prefaced by Malek Chabel whose accounts of Muslim sexuality have been the object of much 
critique. He sums up the voyeuristic nature of works such as Slimani’s in his preface when he writes: “L’originalité 




media firestorm reporting a wave of alleged sexual assaults perpetrated by migrants in Cologne, 
Algerian author Kamel Daoud published a New York Times Op-Ed entitled “The Sexual Misery 
of the Arab World,” in which he contended that “[…] sex in the Muslim world is sick, and […] 
the disease is spreading to their own lands.”48 Franco-Moroccan novelist Leïla Slimani staunchly 
defended Daoud’s racist remarks in Sexe et mensonges: la vie sexuelle au Maroc (Sex and Lies: 
Sexuality in Morocco, 2017), which consists of several firsthand accounts of women’s sexual 
oppression in Moroccan culture (a culture described as “l’otage des religieux et du patriarcat [the 
hostage of religious leaders and the patriarchy]”); these testimonials are meant to “livrer cette 
parole brute [present this raw speech]” to a French audience.49 These highly-mediated claims to 
purportedly unmediated truth would occupy much attention as the secular, sexual boundaries of 
the nation were reshaped to keep such “sexual misery” from spreading. 
Sociologist Eric Fassin defines this “new politics of national identity” as “sexual  
democracy,” in which “allegedly, Frenchness is primarily about sexual liberty and equality.”50 
Up until very recently, this has primarily reflected what Sarah Farris has called femonationalism, 
which includes both the “attempts of western European right-wing parties and neoliberals to 
advance xenophobic and racist politics through the touting of gender equality” and the 
“involvement of various well-known and quite visible feminists and femocrats in the current 
                                                                                                                                                       
spectateurs privilégiés, nous assistons au déniaisement collectif du monde arabe. [The originality of this book is that 
is takes us by the hand and leads us into the bedroom where, as privileged spectators, we can watch the collective 
enlightenment of the Arab world].” Malek Chebel, “Préface: La révélation par le sexe,” in La révolution du plaisir, 
by Shereen El Feki (Paris: Éditions Autrement, 2014), 8. The multiple meanings of the word “déniaisement”—
enlightenment and deflowering—foreground the explicit nature of these accounts coupled with their reinforcement 
of a progress narrative towards an enlightened attitude about sexuality. 
48 Kamel Daoud, “The Sexual Misery of the Arab World,” The New York Times, February 12, 2016, sec. Opinion, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/02/14/opinion/sunday/the-sexual-misery-of-the-arab-world.html. 
49 Leïla Slimani, Sexe et mensonges: la vie sexuelle au Maroc (Paris: Les Arènes, 2017), e-book. 
50 Eric Fassin, “National Identities and Transnational Intimacies: Sexual Democracy and the Politics of Immigration 
in Europe,” Public Culture 22, no. 3 (2010): 512, https://doi.org/10.1215/08992363-2010-007. For an earlier 
discussion of this term, see also Éric Fassin, “La démocratie sexuelle et le conflit des civilisations,” Multitudes 26, 




framing of Islam as a quintessentially misogynistic religion and culture.”51 This sudden interest 
in “protecting” women has cropped up even more strongly in European countries such as 
Germany and the Netherlands, and must be understood in the context of the evolving structure of 
the European Union and its purported values. 
Eric Fassin and Judith Surkis contend that the strengthening of EU borders has actually 
come to be equated with a protection of national values in an age when they are perceived to be 
threatened by this supranational structure.52 This was clear in Sarkozy’s speech following the 
French rejection of the 2005 referendum to adopt the EU constitution, in which he suggested that 
France’s economic stagnation was due to its resistance to recent European policies. In the same 
speech that he called on the nation to ensure that “les droits de la femme française s’appliquent 
aussi aux femmes de l’immigration [rights of French women also apply to immigrant women],”53 
he linked the EU with the economic progress necessary to help “la France immobile, prisonnière 
de ses idéologies et de ses frilosités [an immobile France, prisoner of its ideologies and its faint-
heartedness],” which stands in contrast to its European partners who “se modernisent [modernize 
themselves].”54 Such modernization would actually, he argues, protect French universalism from 
particular identities: “C’est parce que l’ascenseur social est bloqué que les identités se durcissent 
[It is because social mobility is at a standstill that identities become hardened].”55 The solution? 
                                               
51 Sara R. Farris, In the Name of Women’s Rights: The Rise of Femonationalism (Durham, NC: Duke University 
Press, 2017), 4. For an earlier article developing this notion, see: Sara R. Farris, “Femonationalism and the ‘Regular’ 
Army of Labor Called Migrant Women,” History of the Present 2, no. 2 (2012): 184–99, 
https://doi.org/10.5406/historypresent.2.2.0184. 
52 Eric Fassin and Judith Surkis, “Introduction: Transgressing Boundaries,” Public Culture 22, no. 3 (2010): 505, 
https://doi.org/10.1215/08992363-2010-006. 
53 The ambiguous phrase “femmes de l’immigration” would seem to include not only immigrant women but also 
perhaps women whose families have been impacted by immigration, raising the question of whether he sees that 
entire category as being in opposition to the “French woman” in the first half of that phrase. Nicolas Sarkozy, 
“Déclaration de M. Nicolas Sarkozy, ministre de l’intérieur et de l’aménagement du territoire et président de l’UMP, 
sur les propositions de l’UMP en matière d’immigration, d’intégration et d’emploi, à l’Assemblée nationale,” text, 
Vie publique, June 9, 2005, http://discours.vie-publique.fr/notices/053001871.html. 
54 Sarkozy, “Déclaration,” June 9, 2005. 




Join Europe in liberalizing its economic program and dismantling public services: “Réformer le 
service public de l’emploi, permettre à ceux qui veulent travailler plus pour gagner plus de le 
faire, récompenser le travail et décourager l'assistance, dynamiser le marché du travail, voilà la 
feuille de route pour remettre la société en mouvement et relancer l’ascenseur social.” 56 In the 
context of the free market, the consolidation of “European” values is structured around ensuring 
the flow of goods and specific forms of labor migration.57 
Étienne Balibar has called this the “recolonialization of immigration”: “In exchange for 
his work [the immigrant] can receive a formation and a protection that assimilate him with the 
Citizen, but only on the condition of respecting the terms of a ‘contract’ whose terms he can 
never negotiate for himself”58—and which, as the “Integration contract” makes clear, racializes 
citizenship through gender and sexuality. Through these processes, the European Union 
constitutes a bastion of neocolonialism through its promotion of global capitalism, which 
necessitates the racist regulation of migratory flows and perpetual pauperization of economies in 
previously-colonized countries. While Balibar’s analysis focuses on predominantly male sectors 
of migrant labor, this “recolonization of immigration” is increasingly shifting to require 
disposable gendered labor in feminized, devalued sectors, which enables the professionalization 
of middle- and upper-class women in the so-called “host” countries.59 When I refer to 
contemporary formations of global capitalism in this dissertation, or to “neocolonial” systems of 
power or attitudes, then I am referring to these circuits of so-called “mobility” which funnel a 
steady supply of cheap labor to the EU, as well as the discourses that justify and enable them.  
                                               
56 “Reforming public services for employment, allowing people to work more for more pay if they want to, 
rewarding work and discouraging public assistance, making the labor market more dynamic: that is the roadmap to 
move society forward and spark social mobility.” Sarkozy, “Déclaration,” June 9, 2005. 
57 Helma Lutz, “The Limits of European-Ness: Immigrant Women in Fortress Europe,” Feminist Review 57 
(Autumn 1997): 93–111. 
58 Etienne Balibar, We, the People of Europe?: Reflections on Transnational Citizenship, trans. James Swenson 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2004), 39–40. 






“J’ai pas envie d’être dans cette merde”: Homonationalism à la française 
In Shérazade, Zouzou and France’s lives are conditioned by a constant negotiation of the 
kinds of gendered labor that they are willing to undertake to make ends meet. They work as 
saleswomen, receptionists, and hostesses—though without, as they put it, “vendre leur cul 
[selling their asses]” like many of the girls they know.60 Before the aforementioned photoshoot, 
Zouzou and France discuss the issue of sex work and gendered labor at some length. France, 
“ébranlée par les idées du Mouvement des Femmes [shaken up by the women’s movement],” 
refuses modeling gigs because of the apparent expectation that models sleep with photographers 
in exchange for work.61 She launches into a tirade about the slippery slope of sexualized forms of 
labor, expressing concern for her friends whose so-called “modeling” jobs led to their 
dependence on the sex trade for their livelihood: 
Ces filles-là, on les retrouve souvent à draguer des nanas au Katmandou, une 
boîte des femmes, c’est elles qui me racontent, j’invente rien… J’ai pas envie 
d’être dans cette merde. Qu’elles draguent des femmes, c’est pas ça qui me 
démoralise, c’est pour quoi elles le font. Ça me fait penser à une call-girl, une 
métèque elle aussi, qui supporte pas les mecs mais qui aime tellement le fric 
qu’elle s’arrêtera jamais.62 
France mentions Paris’s most well-known lesbian nightclub in the 1980s, Le Katmandou, only to 
stress that she doesn’t want to get tangled up in places like that. This speech couches one of the 
only explicit mentions of a lesbian space within broader concerns that their immigrant friends are 
                                               
60 Sebbar, Shérazade, 114. This is exemplary of the common trope of projecting onto sex work anxieties about 
gendered labor under capitalism in general. 
61 Sebbar, Shérazade, 114. 
62 “You often find those girls hitting on chicks at the Katmandou, a club for women. I heard it from them, I’m not 
making this up… I don’t wanna be doing that crap. What bothers me isn’t that they’re hitting on women, it’s why 
they do it. That reminds me of a call-girl, also a wog, who can’t stand guys but loves money so much that she’ll 




no more exempt from racialized exploitation in such spaces than they are in the rest of society. 
For these women, lesbian spaces are associated not with social freedom to explore alternative 
sexuality but rather with the constraints of devalued forms of labor that have been extended to 
cater to a female clientele. Sebbar sneaks these tidbits of lesbian history into her narrative only to 
subsequently demonstrate that they are barely on these two young women’s radar. 
Their isolation from such politics reinforces the ways in which politics are beginning to 
shift at that time, in particular for younger generations. Shérazade is set in the early 1980s 
(published in 1982), amidst the dismantling and reconfiguration of the anticolonial, feminist, and 
sexual liberation movements that had arisen in the preceding decades. Community initiatives 
against police brutality or organized rent strikes shifted to focus on legal change in the wake of 
the highly-mediatized and contested 1983 Marche pour l’égalité et contre le racisme (March for 
Equality and Against Racism), which is viewed by many as the beginning of State co-optation of 
antiracism.63 The Mouvement de libération des femmes (Women’s Liberation Movement, or 
MLF), which had formed in 1970, became increasingly fragmented, especially following 
Antoinette Fouque’s copyrighting of the official “MLF” logo, forever associating it with her 
controversial Psychanalyse et politique subgroup.64 Lesbian groups such as the Gouines rouges 
(Red Dykes) gave way to a networks of social, cultural, and archival spaces without cohesive 
political agendas (Archives recherches cultures lesbiennes, Cineffable film festival, Le 
Katmandou). This reflected an overall shift to consider sexuality as a psychological rather than a 
political issue—a shift that will be discussed at length in Chapter One. 
                                               
63 The marchers traveled from Marseille to Paris between October and December 1983. Problematically assigned the 
label “La Marche des Beurs” (against the wishes of the marchers and organizers), this non-violent mobilization 
would bring beur identity into the public spotlight and explicitly link it to questions of police violence and structural 
racism. 
64 The most well-known tendencies of the MLF in the 1970s are typically classified as Marxist (Lutte des 
classes/Lutte des femmes), psychoanalytic (Antoinette Fouque, Psychanalyse et politique), and materialist feminists 
(Christine Delphy, Monique Wittig). For documentation of these various tendencies, as well as the 1979 schism, see 




The Front homosexual d’action révolutionnaire (Homosexual Front for Revolutionary 
Action or FHAR, 1968–1974), which attacked heterosexuality as the backbone of capitalism, 
gave way to the respectability politics of the regional Groupes de libération homosexuelle 
(Homosexual Liberation Groups, GLHs), who allied themselves with the socialist Mitterrand 
government in order to focus on passing antidiscrimination legislation and combating the 
HIV/AIDS epidemic. AIDS activism in the mid-1980s and 1990s reflected larger ideological and 
strategic splits in France at that time: Act-Up, a radical grassroots organization modeled after the 
American one of the same name, would consider AIDS a political issue, whereas Aides, a large 
organization with salaried employees, treated it as a universal medical issue.65 In the United 
States, the espousal of identity politics has broadly sought to draw attention to historically-
oppressed communities within the nation, whereas in France any form of group identity has often 
been discouraged in favor of appeals to Republican universalism, which demands that all citizens 
place their “shared” national identity before any other. The United States would thus loom large 
in France’s public imagination, often represented in the mainstream media as a divisive model to 
be avoided. 
This was certainly in the wake of the so-called “sex wars” of the 1980s, which led to 
virulent debates among feminists in the United States over issues such as pornography and sex 
work. In the wake of the bicentennial of the French Revolution, leading figures such as historians 
Mona Ozouf and Elisabeth Badinter brandished a caricatural version of those American debates 
to portray feminism as a threatening and unnecessary ideology in the context of the harmonious 
                                               
65 Martel, Le rose et le noir, 516–17. Despite its critical contribution to gay history in a French context, this work 
unfortunately neglects lesbian history and not only documents, but also explicitly promotes a pro-Republican “droit 
à l’indifférence [right to indifference]” for sexual minorities, even going so far as to blame gay communities for the 





gender equality of the Republic.66 These debates used what Eric Fassin has called the 
“épouvantail américain [American scarecrow]” to construct an idealized vision of French 
inclusivity in contrast to the menace of conflict-ridden “communautarisme [communitarianism]” 
espoused by minorities in the United States.67 By the end of the 1990s during debates about the 
Pacte civil de solidarité (Pacs), gay rights groups would increasingly adopt a rhetoric cementing 
their place as citizens of the Republic: “le droit à la différence [the right to difference]” gave way 
to the “droit à l’indifférence [right to indifference].”68 After all, (almost) anyone could get 
“pacs’ed.” 
This overarching narrative from 1970s radicalism, to 1980s conservatism, and then to an 
increasingly normative agenda throughout the 1990s is reflected in much scholarship concerning 
sexual minority movements and their relationship to the State.69 Lisa Duggan has termed this 
phenomenon “homonormativity”: the “new neoliberal sexual politics” that “does not contest 
dominant heteronormative assumptions and institutions, but upholds and sustains them, while 
promising the possibility of a demobilized gay constituency and a privatized, depoliticized gay 
culture anchored in domesticity and consumption.”70 When David T. Evans coined the term 
“sexual citizenship” in 1993, he contextualized the acceptance of sexual minorities within the 
uneven spread of consumer capitalism, but noted that “for most sexual minorities, citizenship 
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advance beyond the limited constraints of permitted legal participation in segregated, privatized 
social and economic territories, is either of no great concern or entails moral costs which are 
simply too high to pay.”71 Since that time, however, the political landscape has changed in the 
United States and Western Europe. 
In a post-9/11 context, Jasbir Puar developed the concept of homonationalism to denote 
“an analytic category deployed to understand and historicize how and why a nation’s status as 
‘gay-friendly’ has become desirable in the first place.”72 In France, this phenomenon has 
coalesced around restricting immigration rather than justifying military intervention abroad (as it 
has for the United States).73  France’s recent legal accommodation of certain forms of same-sex 
union is intimately linked to anxieties about defining internal and external borders at a moment 
when national politics are being reconfigured in relation to supranational structures.74 The 
European constitution has increasingly sought to combat discrimination based upon sexual 
orientation, thus leveraging that fact to pressure countries such as Romania to adopt “LGBT-
friendly” policies in order to be accepted into the EU.75  
France has not proven nearly as quick to accommodate white middle-class gays through a 
“rights” discourse as have some of its neighbors. The Netherlands has most clearly embodied 
this particular form of sexual nationalism, as made evident in the pro-LGBT and openly 
Islamophobic rhetoric of openly-gay far right leader Pim Fortuyn (assassinated in 2002 by an 
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environmental activist). Fortuyn was only the most spectacular example of a generalized rhetoric 
wielded to demonize Muslims; this was also evident in 2001 when the homophobic Dutch prime 
minister publicly berated an imam for his apparently less acceptable homophobia.76 The 
Netherlands and Germany both recently added questions related to tolerance of homosexuality 
into materials for candidates asking to be naturalized. France, while still hostile to American 
identity politics in many ways,77 has clearly changed its tune to loosely adopt its own 
universalism-infused framework of gay tolerance in the name of racism.  
In the 2000s, media reports conveyed a number of testimonials related to the rampant 
homophobia encountered in the banlieues, consistently linking this issue with racialized youth, 
and/or with “Arab” or “Muslim” culture more generally.78 In a speech on December 10, 2010, 
Marine Le Pen infamously tried to appeal to women as well as gay and lesbian voters by evoking 
the specter of unassimilable racialized homophobes in the outskirts of the city.79 Didier Lestrade, 
co-founder of Act-Up Paris and proponent of gay marriage, published a work whose titular 
question echoed buzz within many sectors of the LGBT community: why were gays leaning to 
the far right?80 
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Of course, one might say that such a question is a historically-ignorant one: 
homosexuality, colonization, and racism have always cohabitated,81 and the Front national, 
while in some ways marking a definitive shift, already held a complex relationship to 
homosexuality.82 Beyond that historical explanation though, my project aims to analyze how the 
criteria of sexual modernity condition us such that even when (especially when) we believe 
ourselves to be pursuing the most “progressive” of projects, we are often further embedding 
racialized nodes of power into our conceptions of sexuality. Jasbir Puar pushes us to think 
through homonationalism as a set of interconnected discourses about institutional rights and 
recognition that cannot merely be cast off. “Like modernity,” she writes, “homonationalism can 
be resisted and re-signified, but not opted out of: we are all conditioned by it and through it.”83 In 
2013, same-sex marriage was passed (after much controversy) to great “LGBT” fanfare, after 
having staked a battle over which side could more legitimately mobilize Republican universalism 
to their cause.84 The question is no longer whether to support the colonialist doctrine of 
universalism, but whether it will welcome gays. When poll results following regional elections in 
2015 indicated that about one third of gay-identifying married couples had voted for the Front 
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National, some began to see a glimmer of correlation between glaringly exclusionary nationalist 
rhetoric and seemingly-progressive forms of gay rights.85 Clearly, both share a narrative about 
what it means to constitute a legitimately “modern” subject. White French sociologist Frédéric 
Martel sums up this approach in the preface to his book Global Gay (2013) when he writes that 
“[…] the question of gay rights has thus become a good standard by which to judge the state of a 
country’s democracy and modernity. […] Telling this story is already a kind of contribution to 
the struggle, one that I hope encourages those who fight for equal rights and galvanizes into 
action those who want to help.”86 
One response to this injunction to modernize sexual subjects has come from queer 
theorists. On the heels of gay, lesbian, and women’s studies beginning to emerge as (relatively) 
legitimate disciplines in the US (at least compared to France), queer theorists began interrogating 
the very foundations of those burgeoning fields by undertaking, as Teresa De Lauretis put it, “the 
necessary critical work of deconstructing our own discourses and their constructed silences.”87 
The foreign and seemingly untranslatable word “queer” began to be taken up in Parisian 
academic circles in the mid-1990s via the translation of a few key texts of American queer 
theory, which itself borrowed heavily from French post-structuralism. Though it would continue 
to face much public hostility, le queer secured itself a place among a (typically) younger crowd 
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looking to resist the mainstream politics of the Gay Pride march and the LGBT Center in Paris, 
and to question some of their assumptions about what constitutes proper sexual politics.88 This 
stirred up a number of conflicts with existing gay and lesbian groups and scholars in France, who 
saw this American import as threatening their hard-won gains. (This moment, in which more 
“homegrown” lesbian political traditions felt threatened by this kinder, sexier queer, will be 
discussed at length in Chapter Two.) More recently, the term “queer” has been taken up by more 
radical and explicitly antiracist groups, such as Cases rebelles and the aforementioned Queers et 
trans révolutionnaires contre le racisme et le néocolonialisme, who wish to contest the 
whitewashing of this movement. A growing network of “afro-feminists” such as documentary 
filmmaker Amandine Gay, journalist Rokhaya Diallo, and activist collective MWASI, have also 
contested an individualist, elitist, and white version of sexual politics.  
Another critique of the racializing implications of sexual politics, and in particular the 
exportation of sexual politics abroad, has come from Joseph Massad. He has defined the concept 
of the “Gay International,” to refer to a network of interconnected and mutually-reinforcing 
cultural and political discourses that export Western sexual identity labels abroad, “both 
[producing] homosexuals, as well as gays and lesbians, where they do not exist, and [repressing] 
same-sex desires and practices that refuse to be assimilated into its sexual epistemology.”89 
According to him, international gay rights organizations overwrite and reconfigure local 
understandings of desire, using the discourse of sexual rights as an alibi for Western intervention. 
Combining a Foucaultian analysis of sexual identity with the theoretical tools of Orientalism, 
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Massad critiques the universalization of sexuality as one among many mechanisms through 
which something called the “Occident” constitutes itself in opposition to a backwards “Orient.”  
In Sexagon: Muslims, France, and the Sexualization of National Culture, Mehammed 
Mack takes Massad’s critiques of the universalization of sexuality in the Arab world as a 
jumping-off point to challenge assumptions about visibility and sexual modernity amongst 
different populations within the Republic.90 Through a focus on the figure of the garçon arabe 
since the 1980s, Mack uses a cultural studies approach to challenge assumptions about visibility 
and sexual modernity in recent homonationalist discourse. For Mack, literary analysis becomes a 
way to avoid the ethnographic focus on (to use Sabsay’s term) “native testimonials,” and 
counteracts the tendency to consider novels as truth claims about “local culture.”91 This issue is 
clear in relation to two contemporary gay-identifying Moroccan authors, Rachid O. and Abdellah 
Taïa, who have made a splash in the French press because of their apparent transgression of the 
norms of their culure of origin. While recognizing such writers’ highly fraught positions, 
sometimes including their own participation in media promoting homonationalist discourses, 
Mack uses close readings of their texts in hopes of offering “a critique of the globalization of 
homonormative discourses and the way they might obscure the specificity of Moroccan sexual 
practices and attitudes.”92 Though my project does not seek to elucidate the cultural specificity of 
any particular practice or group, I nevertheless draw on this cultural studies approach that 
contextualizes linguistic attentiveness within a broader political context. 
Following that work, I consider the question of labeling sexual identities, as well as 
Western forms of sexual epistemology and desire more broadly, to be a politically-charged one. 
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Much of my project grew out of a sense that gender and sexuality studies often contributed to 
such problematic labeling practices—even, sometimes, when their content demonstrated the 
complexity and nuance behind such terminology. Rather than debating which texts might 
“count” as lesbian or queer, then, I examine what certain incitements to discourse surrounding 
sexuality do, which subjectivities they make legible, and which forms of intimacy they might 
gloss over, ignore, or absorb. 
 
 
“Elles n’avaient pas répondu”: Reading Desire 
Learning about such forms of intimacy and how they might be approached has proven 
challenging; studying absence while remaining attentive to norms of visibility is in many 
respects a paradoxical project. How could I talk about desire in such works in a way that would 
not merely reinforce the same incitement to discourse, and that might encourage an attentiveness 
to that very demand? What would it look like to constitute a corpus of new works or authors, but 
that would not be based on normative assumptions about “outness” or what “lesbian” 
relationships look like? More and more, I felt like Zouzou and France’s voyeuristic male friend, 
who was clearly unsatisfied with the fact that “elles n’avaient pas répondu [they did not 
respond]” to nosy questions. This brings me, I think, to what ultimately caused this moment in 
Sebbar’s text to repeatedly pop back into my mind throughout the organization and writing of 
this dissertation: Sebbar herself elicits the very nosiness that she then refuses to satisfy, thus 
making the reader’s own curiosities and assumptions apparent. Within Sebbar’s textual universe, 
their silence is a response—but a response that interrogates practices of labeling and visibility by 




suggestion that they are “more than friends”? What was my investment in knowing whether such 
a silence was meant to signal their strategic concealment of their romantic relationsip?  
 As I began this project, my investment in knowing grew out of a desire to build and 
define a corpus that would allow me to study how formations of desire between women are 
impacted by issues of race and class. While I was able to study constructions of whiteness 
through an expanded corpus of authors, I struggled to find racialized authors apart from Nina 
Bouraoui (who will be discussed at length in Chapter Three). I had no other corpuses to work 
from, so I started out “proving” that the absence of other works by and/or depicting racialized 
women desiring women was not because such works did not exist, but because of structural 
racism and broader issues within publishing and activist circles. Important as those histories are, 
I found that learning from them meant studying the forms of knowledge that such sexual 
categories engendered; corpuses are limited by the very terms through which authors and 
scholars speak and understand desire. This includes not only “lesbian” but also the more recent 
“queer.” 
My project therefore takes these ontological categories themselves as an object of study, 
examining when they are applied, considered relevant, or resisted. Much of this dissertation will 
show, in various contexts, how such words serve to filter out or assimilate a diversity of modes 
of operating and existing in the world. My own naming practices reflects a sensitivity to the 
violence of exclusion (denying a category when it is operative or useful) as well as to the 
violence of inclusion (assimilating into a category when it is inaccurate). Given the potential for 
such violence in naming, I will typically speak of “same-sex desire,” “same-sex intimate 
practices,” or “women who desire women” in cases when authors or characters do not otherwise 




the most honest option in a project that studies desire in order to show how its study is always 
fraught. Moving forward, that question will need to be more central. 
In a sense, my desire to know about what any characters (or authors) might do or call 
themselves was actually a desire to know what a “lesbian” was in the first place. My “will to 
know” grew out of the silent staging of the text itself, which mirrors the broader conditions 
within which authors write, publishers publish, and readers read. I couldn’t not want to know, as 
Sebbar’s style reproduces the lure of those very mechanisms inherent in most portrayals of—and 
even studies of—sexuality. Thus, while this study began as a preoccupation with the question of 
absence that drove me to explore where and why certain terms seemed applicable (where are the 
lesbians and queer women?), it increasingly evolved to focus on an attentiveness to the narrative 
structures and literary techniques used to communicate that desire without necessarily having 
recourse to labels.  
The structure of my dissertation reflects my argument that texts like Sebbar’s that 
frustrate the “will to know” teach us as much about desire—and may be just as politically 
motivated—as those that adopt clear terminology or portray identifiably lesbian or queer 
characters. Chapters One and Two explore what I loosely call “identitarian” literature, and 
interrogate existing categories and when they are applied to authors, characters, and texts in 
order to produce corpuses with specific sets of assumptions. I ask which modes of self-
understanding might be eclipsed, foreclosed, and invited by those assumptions. Chapters Three 
and Four look to what I call “identity-ambivalent” literature, whose authors or characters less 
clearly adhere to or illustrate certain norms of sexual visibility. This overall structure aims to 
demonstrate that identitarian and non-identitarian epistemologies of desire have relevant 




scholarship would seem to suggest. Foregrounding issues of race and class ultimately 
deconstructs the binarism between “identitarian” and “identity-ambivalent” texts, revealing a 
number of nuanced ways of communicating desire that become visible when one’s reading 
practices are attuned to them.  
Chapters One and Two explore literature that is identifiable as “lesbian,” and focuses on 
constructions of race in established corpuses of lesbian and queer literature and theory in France. 
Their historical framing and theoretical content grew out of my research at the Archives 
recherches cultures lesbiennes (ARCL) housed at the Maison des femmes in Paris, where I 
discovered documentation of issues of racism within lesbian cultural spaces that provided 
important context for my understanding of French feminist and LGBT history. My work greatly 
benefited from their work as well as from an emerging body of contemporary intersectional 
lesbian, feminist, and queer scholarship in France. This latter work pushed me to further 
understand why archival absences are symptomatic of longstanding issues not only in society 
more broadly, but also within feminist, lesbian, and queer culture and community spaces in 
particular. Especially crucial to my project were the materials of an artistic and activist collective 
of self-identified lesbians of color, known as the Groupe du 6 novembre (Group of November 6, 
1999–2005). The Groupe’s collectively- and individually-authored literary texts, as cross-
medium and interdisciplinary interventions in artistic and theoretical production, bring to light 
some of the ways in which the history and referents of feminism, lesbianism, and queer theory 
remain white.  
In Chapter One, I explore different currents of “lesbian” identity through the relationship 
between the Groupe du 6 novembre’s definition of lesbianism and the one espoused by better-




promote “lesbian visibility.” These include the Coordination lesbienne nationale (National 
lesbian coordination or CLN), which was a major network of lesbian organizations in France; 
cultural events and spaces (the aforementioned Katmandou club, Cineffable lesbian feminist film 
festival), the press (Lesbia magazine), and accessible realist literature published by a host of 
(short-lived) lesbian publishing houses in the 1990s. Through a sociology of literature approach, 
I examine the kinds of coming-out narratives of personal fulfillment that are omnipresent within 
such cultural production. I also look at how their epistemological assumptions are often shared 
and reinforced by lesbian studies scholars. Scholars and authors alike argue that society 
represses lesbians; I, however, focus on how their discourses produce a specific set of 
depoliticizing assumptions by establishing a new “sexual orientation” model. I trace that 
development in large part through the influential works of the controversial Elula Perrin, the 
earliest major figure of popular lesbian literature and nightlift in contemporary France. I then 
look to a text in the Groupe du 6 novembre’s anthology, Warriors/Guerrières, to read Delila K. 
Cheriet’s short story, “Dounye,” as an allegory for some of the ways in which the globalization 
of such models limits lesbian and feminist politics from an intersectional perspective. In 
particular, that story suggests that such politics are unconcerned with the persistence of 
colonization (such as the Israeli occupation of Palestine) and of neocolonial violence enacted 
upon migrants. 
The second part of the chapter examines histories of racism within the lesbian community 
between 1999 and 2001, which have been detailed in a series of documents located at the lesbian 
archives in Paris. This report was originally commissioned by the Coordination lesbienne 
nationale (CLN) in order to document and work to end incidents of racism in the lesbian 




critiques of white lesbian colonial attitudes. This history (accounted for in letters, minutes from 
meetings, clippings from the lesbian press, and pamphlets) reveals that the Groupe’s anthology 
was censored by the CLN, who subsequently put an end to their antiracist initiatives. One of the 
Groupe’s poems from that censored and little-known anthology responds to the ways in which 
such colonial dynamics condition lesbian identity, whose whiteness remains unmarked. 
Ultimately, I suggest that liberal lesbian identity in France upholds homonationalist and 
femonationalist discourses through its anti-feminism and assumptions about proper sexual 
subjectivity. 
In Chapter Two, I extend some of the Groupe’s critiques beyond this more “mainstream” 
liberal conception of sexual orientation, to look at more self-consciously “anti-normative” forms 
of sexual politics: radical lesbianism and queer (anti-)identity. I examine two tendencies: first, 
the problematic progress narrative that is sometimes constructed between Wittigian lesbianism 
and queer theory; and second, the ways in which both movements appropriate racialized 
imagery, dehistoricizing it rather than looking to feminisms of color in the here and now. 
First I look at radical lesbian hostility to queer theory, which tends to caricature Judith 
Butler’s theory of gender performance. I suggest that the historical context of the arrival of queer 
theory provokes anxieties concerning individualism, the depoliticization of feminism, and the 
widespread critique of liberationist movements of the 1970s. Then I suggest that part of that 
hostility may stem from Butler’s misreading of Wittig as a separatist, which speaks to larger 
issues in regard to how Butler, like many queer theorists, universalizes Foucault’s theories of 
sexuality without considering how they may not apply in the same way to all “sexual identity” 
labels. This results in certain forms of lesbian feminism being dismissed along with the 




feminism more broadly (and in particular in the wake of queer theory being widely considered 
more sophisticated than “identitarian” lesbian studies approaches). I read Wittig and Foucault 
together in order to argue that her theory of heterosexuality is actually in some contexts more 
helpful in critiquing and dismantling power structures than is Foucault. This is in the service of 
resisting certain progress narratives common in gender and sexuality studies, whose dismissal of 
the term “lesbian” also minimizes the contributions of intersectional lesbian feminism. 
In the second part of Chapter Two, I examine works of literature associated with political 
lesbianism and queer theory to challenge another widely-held assumption: that the latter is better 
equipped than the former to address issues of race. I look at two works associated with political 
lesbianism (Wittig’s Les Guérillères and Wittig and Sande Zeig’s Brouillon pour un dictionnaire 
des amantes), examining how their imagery constructs a colorblind universe in which slavery 
exists only as a metaphor, and not as a historical issue to be addressed. I then look at how 
motherhood, consistently equated with oppressive heterosexuality in Wittig’s work, might be 
seen in a different light from the perspective of decolonial reproductive rights that take into 
account histories of forced abortion and sterilization. Suula Tamara’s poetry provides quite a 
different image of sex between women, whose fertility metaphors cannot merely be dismissed as 
gender essentialism. I then look at queer (anti-)identity in France (Wendy Delorme’s Quatrième 
génération), in order to examine the value placed upon certain forms of sexuality and gender 
expression that may serve to exclude or fetishize certain racialized individuals and populations. 
To assume that one particular term or label is necessarily the most subversive in all 
contexts is to construct a progress narrative of modern sexuality. This is true not only in regard to 
the lesbian cultural press, nor only in regard to radical lesbianism, but also in much queer theory, 




chapter thus frames some of the issues inherent in using a queer framework in other cultural 
contexts such as France. The groundwork laid in this chapter comes to play a prominent role in 
later discussions of the universalization of queer theory in the context of (neo-)colonized 
countries (in Chapter Four in particular).  
Building on some of the critiques of regimes of visibility that I have explored in the first 
two chapters, I then shift away from identitarian or self-consciously politicized sexualities to ask 
how other textual formations and expressions of desire are shaped by race and class. This 
influences my corpus in Chapters Three and Four, which include activists, authors, and 
characters who entertain complex relationships to identitarian formations of sexuality. This 
corpus thus opens up to include not only lesbian and queer authors or characters, but also those 
whose works may not always be legible as such.  
Chapter Three looks at two authors, Nina Bouraoui and Mireille Best, who are often 
labeled as “lesbian” by others (the press, interviewers, readers, critics), but whose interviews and 
literary interventions suggest a much more complex relationship to such terms. These authors’ 
works depict characters who, for reasons of class or culture, are faced with the pressure to 
integrate into mainstream culture and adopt particular norms of sexual minority visibility. By 
reading depictions of racialized and working-class formations of desire in their work, I consider 
the plurality of epistemologies of desire that are flattened in current media debates and reading 
practices alike. Ultimately, I will suggest that this identity-ambivalent stance, much like the 
identitarian stance, does not necessarily have one particular political connotation: resistance to 
identity can unwittingly become assimilated into Republican universalist discourses (as is the 
case for Bouraoui), or can suggest alternatives to it (as in some of Best’s works). I will argue that 




remain attentive to such operative differences ultimately provides a much richer understanding of 
formations of desire in cultural production. 
Finally, in Chapter Four, I intervene in debates about sexual rights internationally and the 
universalizaton of sexual identity in activism, scholarship, and literature. The staging of narrative 
construction provides a helpful lens through which to understand how all sexual identity 
demands that individual differences be assimilated into overarching norms; in activism and 
politics, however, the material stakes of such issues are particularly high. I take as a starting 
point the narratives that sexual asylum-seekers are pressured to produce, as they try to best 
correspond to homonationalist stereotypes in order to gain access to certain rights. 
In order to first understand such processes, I look at Joseph Massad’s critique of the Gay 
International and Jasbir Puar’s concept of homonationalism, both of which elucidate the 
problematic imperialism at work in discourses of sexual rights. I especially look at how 
Massad’s critique of such imperialism from an epistemological standpoint has produced 
polarizing responses, particularly for activists who see epistemological critiques as a dead end. I 
challenge the idea that such critiques must necessarily lead to an “impasse” and, drawing on my 
critiques of Michel Foucault in Chapter One, I suggest that not all uses of identity labels 
necessarily enact the same sorts of imperialist politics (which is not to say that any use of them is 
entirely free of violence). In this case, I look at the grassroots, and paradoxically identity-
ambivalent strategies adopted by activist groups such as the Lesbiennes of color and Queers et 
trans révolutionnaires contre le racisme et le néocolonialisme. Though they may adopt 
identitarian terms, their strategies focus on forms of action that question the primacy of 




Then, I relate the issues raised through activism to broader questions being asked within 
the field of gender and sexuality studies: how can gender and sexuality be studied without the 
imperialism of the categories of “gender” and “sexuality”? Can such fields of study be, so to 
speak, salvaged? I contest a recent tendency to use queerness and sexual hybridity as a “catch-
all” solution to such issues, since they still reinforce certain norms of legibility. I suggest a shift 
away from the label “queer,” and from the act of “queering,” and conclude the chapter with a 
reading of Cameroonian novelist Léonora Miano’s recent novel Crépuscule du tourment in order 
to suggest how literary scholars might approach questions of desire and embodiment from a 
decolonial perspective. In addition to drawing out the race and class specificities already 
illustrated in Chapter Three, such an interpretative framework develops a vocabulary through 
which to discuss unfamiliar forms of intimacy while foregrounding the interpreter’s own 
assumptions about what might constitute proper sexual subjectivity. Though Miano’s work in 
many ways might seem to depict authentic local sexuality, I argue that she stages the complex 
negotiations and strategies of various women attempting to resist the global pressure to cleave ot 
Western sexual epistemology. At the same time, they are forced to face the fact that they can no 
longer access practices that have been lost to colonial and neocolonial forces. Ultimately, I 
suggest that Miano’s work might be the most “radical” of all in that it insistently portrays sex 
and relationships as compromise and negotiation, challenging the idea that autonomy should be 






In Visibilities: The Groupe du 6 novembre and the Racialization of Sexual Orientation 
Etre visible: c’est se montrer aux autres mais aussi apprendre à se voir, avoir conscience de sa force, se rassembler 
pour pouvoir construire, se légitimer soi-même pour, simplement, ne pas quémander le droit d’exister. 93 
– Cineffable mission statement 
 
Au carrefour de multiples, diverses oppressions polyformes, nous, Lesbiennes et Femmes de Migrations souvent 
isolées, marginalisées, exclues […] nous savons que dans une société où la parole est enjeu / De SAVOIR, / De 
POUVOIR, / De VISIBILITÉ / Et D’ACTION, NOUS SAVONS QUE / NOTRE PAROLE EST ESSENTIELLE, 
/ NOTRE REGROUPEMENT NÉCESSAIRE.94 
 – Groupe du 6 novembre, 2001 
 
In October 1999, at the eleventh annual Paris-based lesbian feminist film festival, 
Cineffable,95 the convivial chatter of the cafeteria was suddenly interrupted when a small group 
of women emerged from the crowd with signs sporting provocative slogans such as “Je ne suis 
pas raciste, la preuve, j’ai couché avec une noire [I’m not racist. The proof? I’ve slept with a 
black woman].”96 Given this film festival’s status among feminists as one of the longest-running 
woman-only gatherings in France, this protest provoked considerable debate in the lesbian press. 
Cineffable had initially been created in light of the prevailing view, concisely stated in their 
mission statement, that visibility is the very basis of fulfillment and belonging for women, and 
especially for lesbians. Why should Cineffable—a space that prides itself on giving voice to the 
marginalized—be the target of accusations of racism? 
                                               
93 “Being visible means showing yourself to others, but also learning to see yourself, to gain awareness of your 
strength, to come together to create, to feel valid and, simply, to stop begging for the right to exist.” All translations 
are mine unless otherwise indicated. 
94 “At the intersection of various polymorphous oppressions, we, Lesbians and Women issued from multiple 
Migrations, are often isolated, marginalized, excluded […] we know that in a society where speech is an issue / Of 
KNOWLEDGE, / Of POWER, / Of VISIBILITY / And of ACTION, WE KNOW THAT / OUR SPEECH IS 
ESSENTIAL, / OUR UNIFICATION NECESSARY.” Groupe du 6 novembre, Warriors/Guerrières (Paris: 
Nomades’Langues Éditions, 2001), 29–30. 
95 This festival’s commonly used name is in fact that of the association that runs it, which formed in 1989 to create 
its own lesbian film festival in response to the absence of representations of lesbians at the Festival international de 
films de femmes de Créteil.  




That year’s programming featured a special workshop on cultural diversity, which 
foregrounded some of the issues raised by those protestors. The web archives of that workshop 
indicate efforts to demonstrate that this bastion of lesbian visibility was in fact only a bastion of 
white lesbian visibility: “les autres femmes sont invisibles [other women are invisible].”97 The 
protest culminated, a few days later, in the founding of a collective that would play an important 
yet largely unrecognized role in contemporary French feminism: the Groupe du 6 novembre: 
lesbiennes issues du colonialisme, de l’esclavage et de l’immigration (Group of November 6: 
lesbians issued from colonialism, slavery, and immigration; hereafter referred to simply as the 
Groupe). The Groupe asks which sexual subjects are able to gain visibility and legitimacy in the 
first place, embedding claims to politicized sexuality within a web of interlocking mechanisms of 
power, knowledge, and speech. 
Formed on November 6, 1999 (hence its name) in Paris and its nearby suburbs, their 
groundbreaking yet little-known contributions are primarily documented in an informal 
collection of texts distributed in 2000, and a bilingual anthology called Warriors/Guerrières that 
they independently published in 2001.98 They present themselves as “un collectif de lesbiennes 
dont l’histoire est liée à l’esclavagisme, les colonisations et l’impérialisme [a collective of 
lesbians whose histories are linked to slavery, colonizations, and imperialism].”99 The Groupe’s 
members, from “Algeria, Lyon, Toulouse, Paris, Marseille, Germany,” aimed to fight racism, 
sexism, lesbophobia, classism, ageism, fatphobia, and heteronormativity, and participated in 
political, cultural, and literary interventions until their official dissolution in 2005.100 The 
                                               
97 Cineffable, “Archive des débats du 11e festival 1999,” Cineffable: quand les lesbiennes se font du cinéma, 1999, 
https://www.cineffable.fr/pages/arch_11debat.htm. 
98 Groupe du 6 novembre, “Recueil de textes vendus en soutien au Groupe du 6 novembre,” 2000, ARCL (Archives 
recherches cultures lesbiennes); Groupe, Warriors/Guerrières, 2001. 
99 Groupe, Warriors, 8. 
100 Official date of dissolution according to personal communication with Michèle Larrouy, 26 March 2018. I am 




Groupe’s intersectional approach, coupled with its relationship to other lesbian groups in France, 
make it clear that gender and sexuality are constituted through race and class dynamics—most of 
which have not yet been widely acknowledged or studied.  
Revisiting France’s documented feminist and lesbian history, theory, literature, and 
activism through their critiques is crucial at a time when interlocking issues of race and sexual 
violence have come to occupy significant attention in the national media. One of the ripple 
effects of the high profile debates on gender, sex, and racial identity has been the growing 
scholarly interest in the theoretical framework of intersectionality, which has become a widely-
circulated term in the United States academy since its coinage in 1991.101 Since the early 2000s, 
there has been growing interest in French feminist theorists whose work on race and sex have 
been said to embody an intersectional analysis avant la lettre, with veteran feminist sociologist 
Colette Guillaumin figuring most prominently.102 Yet in these pioneering works, race and sex are 
most often articulated through analogy, with the unintended consequence of ignoring forms of 
oppression based upon interlocking dynamics of race and sex that cannot be neatly compared or 
separated from one another.103 Furthermore, this early materialist feminist analysis often ignored 
                                                                                                                                                       
and for her tireless help in locating resources at the Archives recherches cultures lesbiennes (ARCL or lesbian 
archives) in Paris. 
101 Kimberlé Crenshaw originally coined this term to challenge the idea that identities can be broken down into their 
component parts, thus affirming the need for antiracist feminism and feminist antiracism. See Kimberle Crenshaw, 
“Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence against Women of Color,” Stanford Law 
Review 43, no. 6 (1991): 1241–99, https://doi.org/10.2307/1229039. For the French translation, see “Cartographies 
des marges: intersectionnalité, politique de l’identité et violences contre les femmes de couleur.” Cahiers du Genre 
39, no. 2 (2005): 51–82. https://doi.org/10.3917/cdge.039.0051. 
102 The Association de jeunes chercheuses et chercheurs en études féministes, genre et sexualité (Efigies) organized 
a two-day conference in May 2005 entitled “Le genre au croisement d’autres rapports de pouvoir [Gender at the 
intersection of power relations]” to commemorate Guillaumin’s early contributions to the study of race and sex. See 
Guillaumin, L’idéologie raciste: genèse et langage actuel. 2nd ed. (Paris: Gallimard, 2002) and Sexe, race et 
pratique du pouvoir: l’idée de nature, 2nd ed. (Paris: Côté-femmes, 1992). These collections contain a number of 
articles she published as early as the 1970s: “Pratique du pouvoir et idée de Nature (1): L’appropriation des 
femmes,” Nouvelles questions féministes 2 (February 1978): 5–30; “Pratique du pouvoir et idée de Nature (2): le 
discours de la Nature,” Nouvelles questions féministes 3 (May 1978): 5–28.  
103 The analogizing of race and sex will be discussed at more length in Chapter Two. See Éléonore Lépinard, 




the oppression of sexual minorities as well as other gender minorities. Scholars and activists thus 
turned to Anglophone Black and Third World feminisms to ask how intersectionality might be 
theorized in relation to the Hexagon given that, as Elsa Dorlin wryly put it, “Il n’y a pas eu de 
‘féminisme Noir’ en France [France never had Black feminism].”104  
While France certainly lacks an institutionally-documented history of Black feminism 
comparable to that of the United States, the Groupe du 6 novembre articulated the differently 
marginalizing effects of race, gender, class, and sexuality. They characterize themselves as 
equivalent to “celles qui sont désignées dans les pays anglo-saxons sous le générique de ‘lesbians 
of color [those who are designated in Anglo-Saxon countries under the generic term ‘lesbians of 
color’].”105 Since these women were themselves subject to the very marginalization that they 
document, their work—along with the work of many other lesbians of color—has escaped 
widespread recognition. By delving into their history, and putting close readings of their poems 
and narratives in conversation with the cultural production of lesbian media and press, I 
demonstrate that their contributions constitute a crucial, intersectional chapter in contemporary 
French and Francophone feminisms.106 
                                                                                                                                                       
https://doi.org/10.3917/cdge.039.0107; and Éric Fassin, “D’un langage l’autre: l’intersectionnalité comme 
traduction,” Raisons politiques 58, no. 2 (2015): 9–24, https://doi.org/10.3917/rai.058.0009. 
104 Elsa Dorlin, “Introduction: Black feminism Revolution! La Révolution du féminisme noir!,” in Black feminism : 
Anthologie du féminisme africain-américain, 1975-2000, ed. Elsa Dorlin (Paris: Editions L’Harmattan, 2008), 12. 
For academic journals focusing on multiple oppressions, see: Cahiers du genre 39.2 (2005), “Féminisme(s): penser 
la pluralité”; Cahiers du CEDREF 14 (2006), “(Ré)articulation des rapports sociaux de sexe, classe et ‘race’”; 
Nouvelles questions féministes 25.1 (2006), “Sexisme et racisme: le cas français”; Nouvelles questions féministes 
25.3 (2006), “Sexisme, racisme et postcolonialisme”; Cahiers du CEDREF 18 (2011), “Théories féministes et 
queers décoloniales”; and Cahiers du CEDREF 20 (2015), “Intersectionnalité et colonialité.” 
105 Since they explicitly choose this English term, I will refer to them using that language. Groupe, Warriors, 8. 
106 Paola Bacchetta gives a glimpse of this rich history of activism among lesbians, queer, and transgender people of 
color, long ignored in academic milieus. See Paola Bacchetta, “QTPOC Critiques of ‘Post-Raciality,’ 
Segregationality, Coloniality and Capitalism in France,” in Decolonizing Sexualities: Transnational Perspectives, 
Critical Interventions, ed. Sandeep Bakshi, Suhraiya Jivraj, and Silvia Posocco (Oxford: Counterpress, 2016), 264–





By basing their name on their own founding date, the Groupe frames its existence as in 
many ways unprecedented in the history of French feminism. However, they are careful to state 
that they are not the first such group to exist, but rather the first one to leave behind a published 
anthology.107 The bilingual title of their anthology, Warriors/Guerrières, gives a paronymous 
nod to Monique Wittig’s Les Guérrillères while most explicitly referencing Audre Lorde (known 
for her self-identification as “Black, lesbian, mother, warrior, poet”).108 Warriors/Guerrières is a 
diverse collection of over thirty contributions including letters, manifestos, interviews, articles, 
paintings, poems, songs, and a short story, thus combining theoretical reflections with literary 
pieces and visual art. In addition to original contributions, this collection contains reprinted 
excerpts of previously-published yet little-known texts in French, as well as interviews with 
Black and diasporic artists, primarily located in the United States.109 Some texts written in 
English (and one in Spanish) are presented in their original language alongside their French 
translation. 
Warriors/Guerrières is perhaps the only full-length work to date that has been published 
in France by a group who operates according to the principle of “triple non-mixité [triple non-
mixing].” Taking the concept of “mixité,” which typically refers to gender-mixing and can 
sometimes refer to racial mixing, the Groupe expands this to include sexuality by accepting only 
self-identified lesbians of color. Though their actions take place in a variety of “mixed” settings, 
they maintain “triple non-mixité” in order to assure that their political agenda and strategies are 
determined autonomously, free from the marginalization resulting from the participation of men, 
                                               
107 Groupe, Warriors, 10. 
108 Lorde’s articles are translated and cited frequently throughout the Groupe’s publications and interviews. This 
may be in part because of her inspirational work with Black German women during her time in Berlin preceding her 
death. For documentary footage from these years, see Dagmar Schultz, Audre Lorde: The Berlin Years, 1984 to 
1992 (Third World Newsreel, 2012).  
109 For Anglophone texts, see contributions by Black American filmmaker Aishah Shahidah Simmons, Singaporean-
American filmmaker Madeline Lim, and African-American novelist Barbara Neely. For the contribution in Spanish, 




“féministes occidentales [Western feminists],” and white lesbians—to whom they bitingly refer 
as “lesbOccidentées [LesbOccidentals]” or “Waspiennes [waspians].”110 Their protests at 
Cineffable suggest that French feminist and lesbian movements have been fraught with structural 
racism from their very inception. 
Warriors/Guerrières clearly draws on the genre diversity and political perspectives 
reflected in the path-breaking anthology This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical 
Women of Color, one of the foundational texts of intersectional feminism in the United States.111 
Yet whereas that work is now in its fourth edition, has become a staple of American feminist 
theory, is widely taught in colleges and universities and has sold over 100,000 copies since its 
initial publication in 1981, Warriors/Guerrières remains largely unknown even in French 
feminist and lesbian studies.112 This is in part due to the fact that only 1,000 copies were printed 
and distributed to lesbian and feminist associations and independent bookstores, primarily in 
France.113 This limited imprint was, however, not only the result of financial constraints; it was 
also a function of the virulent exchanges following the Cineffable protest that would ultimately 
come to implicate every major lesbian cultural organization in France: the Coordination 
lesbienne nationale (hereafter referred to as the CLN, 1997–2018),114 Lesbia magazine (1982–
2012), and Cineffable (1989–present).  
                                               
110 Groupe, Warriors, 17, 34.  
111 Cherríe Moraga and Gloria Anzaldúa, eds., This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color, 
1st ed. (Watertown, MA: Persephone Press, 1981). This anthology has not been translated into French in its entirety, 
but some of its texts have recently been translated in academic journals, such as Cahiers du CEDREF 18 (2001). 
Other texts have previously been unofficially translated and circulated via zines and blogs.  
112 For a notable exception, see Paola Bacchetta, “Co-Formations: des spatialités de résistance décoloniales chez les 
lesbiennes ‘of  color’ en France,” Genre, sexualité & société 1 (2009): Web. I am indebted to Paola Bacchetta for 
meeting with me to discuss the Groupe and pointing me to various archival resources. For an overview of the 
trajectory of This Bridge Called My Back and its authors since the 1980s, see Moraga’s preface to the fourth edition 
(Albany: SUNY Press, 2015), xx–xxv. 
113 Michèle Larrouy and Martine Laroche, eds., Mouvements de presse: années 1970 à nos jours, luttes féministes et 
lesbiennes (Paris: ARCL Archives recherches cultures lesbiennes, 2009), 159. 
114 According to their website, the CLN formed in 1997 to establish a network of French lesbian associations, with 




I first focus on how the Groupe’s contributions point to the larger epistemological stakes 
of the pro-visibility approach to sexuality that has been most prevalent in lesbian cultural and 
literary studies. In the context of recent debates that have mediatized certain forms of racialized 
sexuality, they draw attention to the discursive construction of contemporary lesbian identity as a 
regulatory mechanism saturated with assumptions concerning what constitutes properly 
politicized sexuality. Against these tendencies of lesbian studies, they take the position—in some 
respects aligned with the work of Michel Foucault—that lesbian identity does not fight 
repression by representing a pre-existing formation of desire, but rather produces one 
generalized model of lesbian identity, known as “sexual orientation,” that can be paradoxically 
depoliticizing.  
In the latter portions of this chapter, I analyze the unacknowledged racism of that sexual 
orientation model by retracing the little-known history of conflict between the Groupe and 
established French lesbian organizations. While the Groupe may seem to fight for precisely the 
same visibility that they critique, I argue that they reframe the demand for lesbian visibility 
through an intersectional lens. In doing so, they contribute to the ongoing interrogation of the 
strengths and limitations of Foucault’s theory of sexuality in a neocolonial context. 
 
 
                                                                                                                                                       
from Coordination lesbienne nationale to the Coordination lesbienne en France in the context of debates about race 
that will be discussed later in this chapter. I will refer to them as the CLN to reflect what they were called at the time 
when most of these debates were taking place. In February 2018, this network officially announced its dissolution, 





Lesbian Literature and the Reorientation of Identity  
Je crois que les lesbiennes qui ont dix-huit ans auront plus de chances que nous de vivre leur vie dans une société 
où elles ne seront plus considérées comme des anormales mais seulement comme ayant une sexualité différente. 
– Elula Perrin, 1978115 
 
When the antiracist protestors who would ultimately found the Groupe decided to 
intervene at Cineffable, they were choosing one of the most well-known lesbian and feminist 
cultural forums in France. More specifically than that, they approached a table where was seated 
one of the most well-known and longest established figures of lesbian nightlife, culture, and 
literature in France: Elula Perrin (1929–2003). Perrin in particular was targeted because of her 
reputation for practicing racial profiling in her Parisian lesbian nightclub, Le Katmandou, but her 
influence extended far beyond that. She had been one of the first women to openly adopt a 
lesbian identity in the mainstream media after publishing explicit accounts of sex between 
women as early as 1977 in her controversial autobiography, aptly entitled Les femmes préfèrent 
les femmes (Women Prefer Women). Yet Perrin’s desire for lesbian acceptance is not shared by 
the anti-integrationist Groupe. Their contrasting definitions of lesbianism reveal how certain 
politics are enfolded into modern sexual identity—a process that depends upon others being cast 
out as outmoded or extremist.  
The marginalization of the Groupe’s form of political lesbianism needs to be situated 
within a wider marginalization of political lesbianism, whose most lasting and influential form in 
France has been radical lesbianism. In 1971, a group of self-identified lesbians split off from the 
Mouvement de libération des femmes (Women’s Liberation Movement, or MLF) and the Front 
homosexuel d’action révolutionnaire (Homosexual Front for Revolutionary Action, or FHAR], 
                                               
115 “I think that eighteen-year-old lesbians today will have a better chance than us of living in a society where they 
will no longer be seen as abnormal, but merely as having a different sexuality.” Perrin, Tant qu’il y aura des femmes 




forming the Gouines rouges (The Red Dykes).116 Its founding members included, most 
prominently, Monique Wittig, whose essays theorized the foundations of a position that grew out 
of materialist feminism’s theorization of the social construction of the sexes.117 In some of the 
most famous (or infamous) words in the history of French feminism, Wittig rejected the idea that 
lesbians are just, as Perrin would have it, “women who prefer women”: “Il serait impropre de 
dire que les lesbiennes vivent, s’associent, font l’amour avec des femmes car la-femme n’a de 
sens que dans les systèmes de pensée et les systèmes économiques hétérosexuels. Les lesbiennes 
ne sont pas des femmes.”118 For Wittig and many others, being a lesbian entails defying the 
entire sex/gender system,119 which is falsely naturalized through the social and political 
institution of heterosexuality. For Wittig, the revolutionary potential of the term “lesbian” lay—
paradoxically for some—in its ultimate rejection of the category of sex altogether. 
Though Wittig remains the most well-known figure of French lesbian literature and 
theory, her definition of lesbianism in economic and political terms is often cast aside by 
contemporary proponents of gay and lesbian rights. Recent claims to legitimacy for same-sex 
love and relationships rely upon the recent concept of sexual orientation, which would be taken 
up by the lesbian cultural press that began to take root in the early 1980s. Lesbia, the longest-
running and most well-known lesbian magazine, published its first issue in December 1982, with 
                                               
116 See Christine Bard, “Féminisme,” ed. Didier Éribon and Arnaud Lerch, Dictionnaire des cultures gays et 
lesbiennes (Paris: Larousse, 2003). This brief history of some of the major conflicts between radical lesbians and 
other feminist groups is unfortunately marred by the common tendency to equate radical lesbianism with lesbian 
separatism. This tendency will be discussed in Chapter Two. 
117As early as 1978, Colette Guillaumin defined “sexage [sexing]” as the social assignation of unequal value to two 
hierarchical sexes, which serves to perpetuate the appropriation of the class of women by the class of men. See 
Guillaumin, “Pratique du pouvoir et idée de Nature (1)” and “Pratique du pouvoir et idée de Nature (2).” 
118 Monique Wittig, “La pensée straight,” in La pensée straight (Paris: Amsterdam, 2013), 62. “[…] it would be 
incorrect to say that lesbians associate, make love, live with women, for ‘woman’ has meaning only in heterosexual 
systems of thought and heterosexual economic systems. Lesbians are not women.” Wittig, The Straight Mind and 
Other Essays (Boston: Beacon Press, 1992), 32. Unless otherwise noted, all French and English versions are from 
these two editions.  
119 Wittig defines both the concept of “sexe [sex, i.e., so-called biological sex or ‘nature’]” and “sexe social [social 




its very first page announcing that it was produced “par des femmes pour celles qui les aiment 
[by women for those who love them].”120 Unlike the many materialist feminist and radical 
lesbian journals that appeared throughout the 1970s and into the early 1980s, Lesbia was 
conceived from the start as “un outil d’expression pour les lesbiennes [a tool for lesbians to 
express themselves]” that would be “extérieur à tout circuit militant [separate from any activist 
milieu],” aiming instead to promote lesbian culture and to include a wide variety of social and 
political perspectives.121 Published monthly, Lesbia presented itself as aiming to “détruire 
l’invisibilité [destroy invisibility].”122 Following the development of lesbianism as a political 
philosophy in the 1970s, an increasing demand appeared for representations of lesbianism, 
including literary representations, as an apolitical, purely sexual identity.  
From its very inception, Lesbia’s contributors decried the apparent paucity of lesbian 
literature written in French, seeking out models in which isolated readers might be able to see 
themselves: “Nous ne possédons que de trop rares références littéraires positives nous concernant 
[…] Sans modèles, pas d’identification possible.”123 One of Lesbia’s earliest interviews was with 
Elula Perrin, whose works were among the first to promote a respectable lesbian identity with its 
own specific forms of consumer culture.124 Her own modest aims attest to the important role of 
literature in the construction of lesbian community: “Si une seule lesbienne […] perçoit à travers 
                                               
120 Editorial team, “Untitled,” Lesbia, December 1982. The author of this text is not listed; it is signed only 
“lesbiament vôtre [lesbially yours].” 
121 Editorial team, “Untitled,” Lesbia, December 1982. 
122 Christiane Jouve, “Détruire l’invisibilité,” Lesbia, August 1985. Lesbia came to be practically synonymous with 
French lesbian visibility. Explicitly defining itself from September 2000 onwards as a “Revue mensuelle de la 
visibilité lesbienne [monthly journal of lesbian visibility],” Lesbia’s editorial line aimed to counteract lesbians’ lack 
of representation in the more well-known and widely distributed gay magazine, Têtu.  
123 “There are very few positive literary references involving us […] No model means no identification.” Muriel 
Goldrajch, “L’écriture lesbienne : quelques éléments de réflexion,” Lesbia, October 1984. 




moi qu’on peut être lesbienne et heureuse […] j’aurai réussi ma gageure.”125 Perrin has been 
called the only openly lesbian-identifying author of her time to use a “realist literary mode” to 
describe the “peripeteia of the lesbian movement within this ideologically kaleidoscopic 
period.”126 Perrin’s texts and public interventions elucidate the particular ways in which lesbian 
identity was being consolidated over the course of the 1970s and 1980s, when debates 
surrounding the relationship between politics and sexuality were raging.  
First published in 1977, her first work, Les femmes préfèrent les femmes (hereafter 
referred to as Les femmes), sported a highly provocative cover depicting a woman with another’s 
head between her legs, advertising its explicit depiction of lesbian sex and relationships.127 The 
narrative arc spans Perrin’s life own life story, beginning with her childhood in French Indochina 
where, as the daughter of a French military officer and a “métisse [mixed race]”128 mother, she 
dreams of moving to France. These dreams are finally realized in 1946, when she gets married to 
a French man and they travel throughout France and North Africa, trying to make a name for 
themselves in show business. She ultimately leaves him, though, after realizing that, as the title 
indicates, she prefers women. She ultimately decides to open a lesbian nightclub, the 
aforementioned Katmandou, and becomes a major figure on the cultural scene from Paris to 
Marseille. The remainder of the narrative mixes in accounts of her extensive amorous dalliances 
with reflections on the burgeoning lesbian milieus of the 1970s. Having earned herself the 
reputation of a veritable lothario through the detailed accounts of her many sexual and amorous 
                                               
125 “If this work helps a single lesbian realize that you can be a lesbian and be happy, then I will have done the near-
impossible.” Perrin, Les femmes préfèrent les femmes, 2nd ed. (Paris: Éditions Double Interligne, 1997), 282. 
126 Lucille Cairns, Lesbian Desire in Post-1968 French Literature (Lewiston, NY: Edwin Mellen Press, 2002), 455–
456. 
127 The 1997 edition of this book provides a particularly fascinating glimpse into lesbian politics and identity over 
the span of twenty years, given the fact that the entire original text is presented along with Perrin’s updated 
commentary on her previous text (presented in brackets). This chapter will refer to this revised and updated edition, 
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conquests, Perrin continued to publish on lesbian themes until her death in 2003, just a few years 
after the Cineffable incident.129 
As debates sprang up between various strands of lesbianism and feminism in the 1970s 
and early 1980s, Perrin sought to legitimize her sexual identity in the eyes of society as a whole 
and, in doing so, help other women learn to accept themselves. In her eyes, becoming a lesbian 
means consummating physical attraction to the “same sex,” as is made clear when she sleeps 
with a woman for the first time in Les femmes. Though she is barely attracted to Moustique, one 
of the only known lesbians in Casablanca, she wants a first time with a woman so badly that she 
seduces her anyway: “Elle m’embrassa à nouveau et me fit l’amour. Et c’est ainsi que je devins 
lesbienne.”130 The use of the passé simple brings home the sudden and definitive nature of the 
identitarian shift that occurs as a result of this sexual act. It is then that Perrin’s new identity is 
made official. Perrin is explicit that sexual minorities should strive for “le droit à l’indifférence 
[right to indifference].”131 Like the lesbian cultural press on the whole, she affirms that 
lesbianism is merely a matter of attraction, and asserts the right of lesbians to be “apolitical.” 
Perrin’s model can be understood as a precursor of what we refer to today as “sexual 
orientation,” which frames homosexuality as akin to heterosexuality in every respect except for 
the sex of one’s object of attraction. 
While the Wittigian model portrays the two sexes as a hierarchical opposition to be 
destroyed, Perrin roots lesbian identity in the acceptance of the very sex/gender system that 
radical lesbianism seeks to dismantle. Indeed, she holds that radical lesbianism would harm the 
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community’s image, which is presumably why she excludes Wittig from her overview of French 
lesbian literature: “[…J]e blâme l’attitude provocatrice des ‘gouines rouges’ et autres 
groupuscules d’extrême sexe. Ce n’est pas en choquant le bourgeois […] que nous nous ferons 
mieux admettre et mieux connaître.”132 Perrin not only dismisses radical lesbians, but actually 
holds them responsible for the social oppression of other women who love women. In the 1978 
sequel to Les femmes, she pursues her integrationist project to adapt lesbian identity to fit 
society: “La société où nous vivons, toute patriarcale, conservatrice, réticente, monolithique et 
révoltante qu’elle soit pour nous femmes, et plus encore pour nous lesbiennes, je pense qu’on 
peut s’en accommoder pour autant qu’elle nous laisse vivre.”133 As long as lesbians are allowed 
to live their lives just like any other women, it is no problem that society does not let women live 
their lives at all. For Perrin, coming out as a lesbian means leaving radical feminist politics back 
in the closet where they belong. 
However extreme some of her opinions may seem, they crystallize the growing split 
sought out between lesbian sexual identity and feminist politics, which continues to weigh 
heavily on politics today. Indeed, any lesbian-identified woman writing about sex between 
women comes to be framed in the press as a political triumph in and of itself, regardless of its 
feminist politics. Lesbia has heaped praise upon Perrin for her groundbreaking contributions to 
the establishment of a lesbian community at a time when isolated readers did not know that other 
women like them existed. Les femmes has been called a “bouffée d’oxygène [breath of fresh 
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air],”134 and its 1997 preface frames it as a “parcours initiatique de la liberté et de l’acceptation 
de soi [rite of passage for freedom and self-acceptance].”135 Lesbia readers have thanked her for 
being the first to exemplify “la liberté d’aimer au grand jour [the freedom to love in broad 
daylight].”136   
In the mid-1990s, a number of specialty lesbian publishing houses cropped up, sharing 
the political aim of representing this marginalized sexual identity: Éditions gaies et lesbiennes 
(Gay and Lesbian Press), KTM Éditions (KTM Press), Éditions Double Interligne (Double Space 
Press), and La Cerisaie (Cherry Orchard Press).137 The works published by these presses 
responded to the absence of woman authors and characters in mainstream and gay publishing 
houses by eliciting and diffusing positive representations of love and desire between women 
which would be accessible to a wide audience.138 Most of their works are realist or sentimental 
novels or collections of short stories whose narrative arc centers around individuals recognizing 
and embracing their sexuality and pursuing domestic or erotic fulfillment with members of the 
“same sex.”139  
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138 In a personal interview with the founders of Éditions gaies et lesbiennes, they stated this concisely when 
describing their original idea for an editorial line that would be neither too intellectual nor too militant; instead, they 
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seen from afar, and are visibly gay].” Anne and Marine Rambach. Personal interview by Blase Provitola. In-person, 
Paris, February 2, 2017. 
139 In addition to most of Perrin’s works, see, for example: Anne Auboneuil, ed., Histoires qui fondent sous la 
langue (Paris: La Cerisaie, 2002); Anne Auboneuil, Le rendez-vous du 29 février (Paris: Éditions Double Interligne, 
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The development of lesbian literature was conditioned by a desire to represent the reality 
of lesbian experience, and to allow women to recognize themselves in realistic narratives. And 
yet, lesbian literature is not merely a way of breaking the silence or lending visibility to an 
otherwise marginalized community; it also contributes to the ever-unstable and always political 
contours of that sexual identity. As Biddy Martin reminds us, a community and its attendant 
literature “[…] construct rather than simply reflect the truth of experience and identity.”140 The 
construction of contemporary lesbian identity has thus shifted to focus on the struggle for 
individual acceptance and fulfillment, while depicting radical lesbianism as outmoded if it is 
even mentioned at all.141 As Stéphanie Arc, a former president of SOS Homophobie, has written, 
being a lesbian is not a “choix féministe [feminist choice]”; rather, it is by living one’s true, 
innate sexuality that one may attain “une forme de libération et donc de protection contre le mal-
être [a form of liberation and thus protection against unhappiness].”142 Perrin would have been 
relieved to read Arc’s affirmation that lesbians are “des femmes comme les autres (ou 
presque!)… [women just like any other (almost!)…]” 143  
Since the 1980s, this vision of identity has influenced the development of a corpus of 
recognizably “lesbian” literature. In June 2005, over two decades after its founding, Lesbia 
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happily reported that the average number of “lesbian works” published in France had risen from 
fewer than five per year between 1945 and 1970, to around 50 in the 1970s, 130 in the 1980s, 
and 200 by May 1999, optimistically concluding that production is “en progression 
[progressing].”144 In its praise for this increased production, however, Lesbia never defines what 
constitutes a lesbian work in the first place: is it a matter of authorial identification, any 
representation of sex or desire between women, self-identified lesbian characters, plot structure, 
political leanings, literary style, or all of the above? Much ink has been spilled over the question 
of how to unearth and classify an established body of lesbian literature, which, like the definition 
of lesbianism itself, is as political as it is textual. From the start, the idea of texts “by” and “for” 
lesbians has seemed a necessary corrective to the huge body of canonical 19th-century male-
authored depictions of dangerous, exoticized lesbians.145 Equally important has been the need for 
alternatives to the few existing stereotypical images: the comedic figure of the butch or 
camionneuse (such as Marie-Jo in Gazon Maudit146) and the busty, long-nailed figures of male-
marketed porn (or, as Heather Butler has called it, the “lesbo-jelly” in the hetero-donut147). 
Positive representations must be disseminated so that “[…] les femmes qui aiment les femmes, 
pour la plupart invisibles, muettes, souvent désargentées, accèdent facilement à leur propre 
culture au lieu de recourir à des livres souvent lesbophobes […]”148  
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So what is “lesbian literature”? If scholars agree that it must have something to do with 
women who have sex with women, there’s little consensus beyond this benchmark. Some assert 
that any attempt to complicate who qualifies as a lesbian risks deconstructing a category that has 
never been allowed to exist in the first place. Terry Castle has urged readers to conjure up the 
“much-ghosted yet nonetheless vital lesbian subject” in order to counteract the “different kinds 
of denial and disembodiment with which she is usually associated.”149 The insistence upon a 
specifically lesbian identity and literature has responded not only to androcentric gay studies, but 
also to much queer studies scholarship that continues to focus almost exclusively on gay men.150 
Contra Foucault, Castle insists that the term lesbian “is not a recent invention.”151 She resists the 
Foucaultian approach adopted by many queer theorists, flagging lesbian invisibility as a 
phenomenon requiring particular attention: “The term queer has lately become popular […] 
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precisely because it makes it easy to enfold female homosexuality back ‘into’ male 
homosexuality and disembody the lesbian once again.”152 For many, queer studies runs the risk 
of depoliticizing lesbianism by allowing the question of gender to become subordinate as it melts 
into the “chaudron queer [queer melting pot].”153 Responding to the male focus of queer theorist 
Eve Sedgwick, Castle resists the idea that sexual categories can be so easily broken down and 
done away with: “And indeed, I still maintain, if in ordinary speech I say, ‘I am a lesbian,’ the 
meaning is instantly (even dangerously) clear: I am a woman whose primary emotional and 
erotic allegiance is to my own sex.”154 Yet critics of Foucault such as Castle fail to adequately 
address how the consolidation of the category “lesbian” has had a whole host of problematic and 
exclusive implications of its own—as the Groupe du 6 novembre makes clear. 
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The “Free Movement” of Identities and Goods 
Pour exister en tant que lesbiennes, on doit avoir une attitude révolutionnaire qui consiste à agir pour la destruction 
de l’hétéropatriarcat, pour la destruction des colonisations, pour la destruction du racisme. 
– Groupe du 6 novembre, 2001155  
 
The Groupe’s collectively-authored statement at the beginning of Warriors/Guerrières 
throws into relief the many formations of desire that are eclipsed in formulations that focus on 
visible sexuality and individual relationships. For them, lesbian identity does not inherently 
combat power; rather, power shapes and operates through discursive constructions of sex:  
Par défaut d’analyse et ignorance des contextes autres qu’européens ou 
occidentaux, le modèle dominant, le combat demeure celui du coming out, comme 
la fin en soi, à l’aune de laquelle les autres postures sont appréhendées comme 
lâches, traîtres, etc. Pour toutes les luttes de libération, les Occidentaux se posent 
comme les référents universels. Nous retrouvons pour les lesbiennes les travers 
déjà dénoncés par les féministes non issues des pays occidentaux, soucieuses de 
sortir des schémas, des constructions produites par d’autres, à savoir cet 
hégémonisme qui ne laisse pas place à du propre, et qui trahit le rapport de 
domination, d’infériorisation, toujours cette posture de se penser porteurs de LA 
civilisation.156 
A focus on “out-ness” may seem liberating for some, but it constrains others when it is 
understood to be the only legitimate formation of desire. The closet model leads to a 
universalizing condescension reminiscent of the colonial policy of assimilation resembling the 
“[…] regard porté par les héritièrEs de la philosophie des Lumières sur les contrées éloignées 
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aux mœurs et pratiques si barbares.”157 Those who may not entirely cleave to the Western 
coming-out model come to be viewed as backwards and repressed, resistant to sexual modernity, 
or victims of a culturally-specific homophobia, rather than as subjects actively devising 
strategies and making compromises vis-à-vis their personal and professional lives. Rather than 
equating lesbian visibility with liberation, the Groupe situates that framework as a form of power 
mapped onto subjects whose desires and priorities may not cleave to that model. 
The Groupe suggests that lesbian culture does not merely combat repression, but also 
produces one particular form of liberal lesbian identity whose contours are being mapped out in 
a neo-colonial context.158 They place this form of lesbian visibility within historical processes of 
racialization. Like Michel Foucault, they aim to account for the myriad factors that come 
together to make sex talk, whether one wants it to or not: “le fait qu’on en parle [du sexe], ceux 
qui en parlent, les lieux et les points de vue d’où on en parle, ceux qui en parlent, les lieux et 
points de vue d’où on en parle, les institutions qui incitent à en parler, qui emmagasinent et 
diffusent ce qu’on en dit, bref, le ‘fait discursif’ global, la ‘mise en discours’ du sexe.”159 
Visibility in and of itself is less important than the question of whose visibility it is, and of the 
race and class dynamics that condition it.  
In her pioneering sociological studies of lesbians of Arab descent, sociologist Salima 
Amari echoes the Groupe’s skepticism regarding the incitement to visibility, affirming that the 
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“coming out” model is a form of subjection that flattens other modes of thinking through same-
sex desire and sexuality.160 While this applies to everyone, it comes into particularly sharp focus 
with the young women whom she interviews, who adopt a wide variety of attitudes in 
negotiating their sexualities in their family and professional lives, including the strategic use of 
silence to make their relationships understood without stating it directly. For people who resist 
the coming-out model, Amari proposes the term “lesbienne en devenir [lesbian in the making],” 
which emphasizes the dynamic processes at work in this plurality of approaches that cannot be 
made to fit the procrustean bed of one overarching category or set of practices.161 Her 
problematically teleological terminology notwithstanding, Amari’s study demonstrates that 
merely promoting the visibility of lesbian identity cannot counteract hegemonic definitions of 
sexual modernity.  
The Groupe questions the limitations of this politics of representation, emphasizing that 
for them the term lesbian remains a political category. A critique of heterosexuality as a political 
institution is an integral aspect of their identity as lesbians, but only if linked with 
anticolonialism and antiracism.162 In Warriors/Guerrières, Dalila K. Cheriet163 writes in her open 
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letter to the “lesbiennes de France [lesbians of France]” that their narrow-minded focus on 
sexuality leads them to neglect crucial political issues that severely impact most lesbians of 
color: neocolonial flows of migration; the marginalization of precarious and undocumented 
populations; the Republican policy of Integration designed to construct and eliminate 
difference.164 The major lesbian organizations, according to Cheriet, develop “une pensée unique 
sclérosée [a single fossilized way of thinking]” pandering to outmoded lesbian culture in the 
singular.165 The Groupe would later accuse these associations of divorcing lesbian culture from 
radical politics by developing a lesbian identity in the singular, all while trying to frame their 
cultural agenda as progressive: 
À l’orée de ce nouveau millénaire, alors que la société civile de ce pays débat des 
questions vitales telles que les conséquences de mondialisation, l’exclusion de 
fractions croissantes de la population, le racisme qui gangrène de plus en plus le 
comportement des structures et des individu-e-s, “le mouvement français officiel” 
fait du sport, et/ou de la culture de patronage.166   
This monopoly on lesbianism “[…] ne représente en rien la diversité et la pluralité politique et 
culturelle des mouvances lesbiennes de ce pays.”167 It is in part to this hitherto absent plurality 
that the Groupe responds through its contestation of the sexual orientation model and its 
entrenchment within white liberal feminism.  
 In her short story, “Dounye,” Cheriet challenges the progressive nature of this new model 
of sexuality. Interweaving love with structural violence, this narrative’s ambivalence to identity 
categories and emphasis on historical and political context push the reader to question the 
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political limits of the expansion of sexual rights. The story depicts a young woman, Chemsy, 
who travels from France to the Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing in 1995. This 
setting is significant, since the global staging of certain forms of feminism had been increasingly 
contested by women of the Global South since the first conference in Mexico City in 1975. 1995 
marks an important moment in the shift from international feminist solidarity movements to what 
Chandra Talpade Mohanty has called the “post-Beijing ‘women’s rights as human rights’ 
movement.”168 Though this is not explicitly mentioned in the story, this is the conference where 
the Lesbian Caucus intervened to unfurl a banner reading “Lesbian Rights are Human Rights,” 
causing the question of rights based on sexual orientation to be debated by the United Nations for 
the first time (though the mention of rights based upon sexual orientation would not be adopted 
until 2016).169   
The story opens by framing Chemsy’s life as steeped in histories of colonialism and their 
reconfiguration into contemporary forms of global capitalism. She is from an unnamed country 
that “les appellations contrôlées du langage-pouvoir dénomment quart ou tiers pour mieux lui 
signifier son infériorité tamponnée du sceau de l’Histoire Officielle.”170 From the very outset, the 
heterodiagetic narrator remains focused on Chemsy’s perspective, which foregrounds the so-
called First World’s control of resources and constructs a monopoly on legitimate forms of 
knowledge. The narrator states ironically that Chemsy “[…] nageait en toute liberté dans 
l’espace dévolu aux richesses pillées, le monde-occident qui brassait les populations comme une 
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pâte à modeler dans un seul moule.”171 So-called freedom in the West is based upon capitalist 
plunder that uniformizes the populations it exploits. Ultimately, she leaves “les chemins […] de 
la mère-Révolution sclérosée, percluse de l’arthrose du verbe rangé des anciens guerriers […] 
qui serraient toutes canines dehors des mains trempées de sang dollarisé.”172 Personifying 
revolutionary values as a sickly mother, Cheriet counteracts the national progress narrative since 
1789 by rendering it static and immobile. Republican universalism is ultimately about the 
universality of the market and border control, extracting capital that can be measured in the 
blood of the Global South. 
Chemsy critiques universalism while also refusing to place labels upon her experience of 
love. Her desire to leave France begins when, one September morning, she wakes up sad and 
fearful with “une fleur d’amour [a flower of love]” having grown in her stomach.173 The 
potential growth of this newfound love, whose object is not explicitly revealed, seems 
constrained by any attempt to name it. She knows “aucune des règles de cet isme-là [none of the 
rules of that ism]” and wonders: “Quelles étaient donc les lois qui gouvernaient 
l’amourisme ?”174 Through this suffix, universal love is immediately framed as political, 
something that must be immediately translated, constrained, and negotiated in a national and 
global context. This allegorical “amourisme [love-ism]” drives her to leave France, where she 
cherishes every moment of seeking out “son amoure du moment [her love of the moment],” 
using an atypical gendering of the word “amour” to specify that this love is in the feminine 
without confining it to any particular sexual identity.175  
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At first, leaving the nation seems full of promise. She ultimately embarks on twenty years 
of “saute-frontières [border jumping],” pursuing passionate relationships as she travels the 
world.176 In the context of “[l]es moyens de communication modernes [modern forms of 
communication],” she pursues her loves in the feminine through a number of passionate  
relationships, leaving lovers behind as she travels while also discovering that “la sexuation 
virtuelle autorisait toutes les audaces, respectant à la lettre son principe le plus sacré, la libre 
circulation des émotions.”177 Modern technology in the context of globalization is a double-
edged sword, simultaneously allowing for exciting new forms of interconnectedness over vast 
geographic areas, while also inscribing those relationships within the limitations of the 
expanding global market: the “free movement” of certain populations that constitutes a new set 
of constraints for the Global South, the expansion of capitalism through the movement of goods 
and natural resources globally, the value of particular forms of Western knowledge, the increase 
in global security measures and border tightening. 
Her travels lead her to Beijing for the conference on “[l]e nouvel isme planétaire, aussi 
vieux que le monde est monde, et qui ne s’écrit qu’au féminin.”178 Linking the previous “-ism” to 
this historical conference on women’s rights, Cheriet makes clear that her woman-loving 
narrator’s desires are firmly rooted in a form of feminism that existed long before this 
conference. Chemsy is amazed by “l’ivresse contagieuse qui émanait de cette foule colorée et 
vivante [the contagious drunkenness that emanated from the lively and colorful crowd]” and “la 
force inouïe du rire des femmes [the unbelievable force of women’s laughter].” She is also aware 
of the “[œ]il des caméras officielles [eye of the official cameras]” constantly watching over 
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them.179 Despite omnipresent surveillance, Chemsy and the other women defiantly carve out a 
space to experience their love for each other without fear: “Avec ses acolytes dé-chaînées, elles 
narguaient l’Oeil qui les épiait, s’embrassaient à perdre haleine, dansaient toutes les nuits la 
sarabande des amours interdites, menaient à un train d’enfer le sabbat des sorcières qui 
s’affichaient au grand jour.”180 This unadulterated joy, which encompasses solidarity, friendship, 
and romantic or sexual love, is both produced and policed by the United Nations. The camera’s 
Eye watches over this defiant spectacle, neither repressing it nor, as Chemsy soon finds out, 
allowing it to leave the confines of that space. 
This becomes apparent after Chemsy falls head over heels for a woman she meets in 
Beijing: Avra, who lives in occupied El Qods. While the Beijing conference may provide a 
fleeting forum for them to live out their desire, Chemsy knows it cannot continue outside of that 
bubble: 
Pékin la mécréante, qui avait brûlé les divinités anciennes et jeté l’Histoire dans 
les poubelles du passé avait accompli le miracle de leur rencontre. Et cette béance 
vertigineuse du fleuve identitaire qui hantait leurs esprits cimentait leur amour ici, 
protégé dans un cocon tissé par la complicité des femmes du monde rassemblées 
en une seule terre. Mais après ?181  
This space of quasi-utopian love is unfortunately contingent upon the illusion that history has 
been erased, and thus this cocoon cannot last. For the first time, the narrator evokes an 
“identitarian river”—as feminists? as lesbians?—a source of both plenitude and absence; it 
allows for a unique complicity and shared space, and yet depends another “flow” of goods that 
impoverishes her country of origin. Though she employs a quasi-utopian vocabulary, Cheriet 
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nevertheless always inscribes it in a context of law and politics shaped by colonial history. 
Identity is a compromise, a strategic essentialism, a placeholder for those seeking community; 
yet it will never be able to surmount the forces that allow such an identity to find public 
expression in the first place. 
 Though Chemsy wants to join Avra in El Qods, she realizes that she would be targeted by 
the Israeli forces with their “doigt nerveux sur la gâchette de leur fusil d’assaut, la mémoire de 
l’occupation coloniale qui les ravivait.”182 The reality of the violence of the Israeli occupation of 
Palestine causes the flower of love that once “fécondait tous les désirs-délires de Chemsy 
[fertilized all of Chemsy’s desire-delusions],” to become a “fleur de mort [flower of death]” that 
seizes hold of “son corps devenu stérile… [her now sterile body…]”183 The love that once took 
root within her and nourished her leads to nothing but infertility, since there is no transcendental 
space in which Chemsy can escape the constraints of settler colonialism.  
 When Chemsy realizes that her desires are limited by structural conflict and “[l]a réalité 
vint frapper à la porte avec sa brutalité coutumière,” her narrative tone shifts.184 When 
surrounded by women there, she accumulates verbs—“Parler, parler, parler, crier, trépigner, 
hurler [Speaking, speaking, speaking, shouting, stamping our feet, yelling]”—expressing sound 
and speech that refuse standard sentence structure of subject and object.185 But after her 
relationship with Avra is cut short and she must return to Marseille because of restrictions on her 
freedom of movement, the narrative shifts to standard sentence structure as it describes how she 
wanders along the Quai des Belges, where ships arrive in the Old Port from across the 
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Mediterranean.186 “[F]atiguée d’avoir trop navigué dans les eaux troubles de l’humanité [Tired 
from having navigated the troubled waters of humanity for so long],” she reflects upon her own 
arrival many years before in this story’s final sentence: “Une question lui trotte dans la tête, tel 
un vieil air d’autrefois dont le refrain vous hante : ‘la quatrième classe existe-t-elle toujours 
?’”187 By wondering about the class divisions aboard the ship, she evokes the hierarchical 
numbering of the so-called Third or Fourth World mentioned in the very first paragraph, when 
she informed the reader that she came from “l’autre rive du monde [the other side of the 
world].”188 “Dounye” thus ends as it began, by evoking the cyclical suffering of generations of 
immigrants who see their dreams dashed on the shores of the Mediterranean.  
 The challenge that “Dounye” poses to progress narratives of sexuality lies in Chemsy’s 
resistance to identity labels, and the way that an apparently universal concept like love must 
ultimately be examined in the context of global capitalism. Though the name Chemsy, which 
resembles the Arabic word for “solar,” seems to connote a radiation beyond earthly constraints, 
the story’s title, which means “world” in Arabic, connotes the lower physical world rather than 
any transcendent one.189 If the “-isme” that brought Chemsy close to so many women at the 
Fourth World Conference on Women first seemed full of promise, its aspirations stop short of 
Marseille’s docks as migrants struggle to gain access to the most basic resources. Just as even the 
most liberal rights concerning gender identity and sexual orientation fail to allow Chemsy to live 
with Avra in occupied Palestine, so too do they fail to help migrants from the Global South find 
protection in Fortress Europe. Cheriet demonstrates that feminism and sexuality cannot be 
isolated from globalization and international migration. The Groupe refuses white feminism that 
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“ne cesse de trahir ses promesses au profit d’une dérive économique et sociale ultra-libérale 
[never fails to betray its devotion to the profit of an ultra-liberal socio-economic spiral].”190  
Every major gay and lesbian rights organization in France (SOS Homophobie, the Inter-
LGBT, the now-disbanded CLN) has sought to protect individuals from discrimination based on 
“sexual orientation.” Christine Le Doaré, former president of SOS Homophobie (1998–2002) and 
known for her involvement in the European Region of the International Lesbian and Gay 
Association (ILGA), has described Europe as “un formidable levier [excellent leverage]” in 
pushing France to catch up to its more progressive neighbours.191 The European Union has the 
European branch of ILGA since 2000, and its Charter of Fundamental Rights specifically 
mentions discrimination based on sexual orientation—a measure that the Inter-LGBT has been 
lobbying to have adopted in the French constitution, to no avail. However, given the French 
Parliament’s ratification of the Treaty of Lisbon in 2009 (in a glaring disregard for the 2005 
referendum opposing the European constitution), Le Doaré’s dream may be coming to fruition. 
Political action comes to be reframed as combating discrimination based upon sexual 
orientation, also known as “homophobie [homophobia]” or “lesbophobie [lesbophobia].” 
Organizations belonging to the CLN first began employing this term in 1998 in order to specify 
the discrimination that people experience “à la fois en tant qu’individues appartenant au groupe 
social des femmes et en raison de leur homosexualité [simultaneously as individuals belonging 
socially to the category of women and because of their homosexuality].”192 SOS Homophobie 
released reports about lesbian visibility and lesbophobia in 2008 and 2015, defining lesbophobia 
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as “une forme de stigmatisation sociale à l’égard des lesbiennes ou des femmes considérées 
comme telles [a form of social stigmatization of lesbians or women seen as such].”193 This 
envelops a wide range of phenomena including stereotypes and media representation, verbal or 
physical assault, and “violence psychologique [psychological violence].”194 In Marseille in 2013, 
during euroLESBOpride, an event organized during Europride, a series of interventions were 
organized to discuss lesbophobia in the workplace and in sports and leisure activities.195 
The promotion of representations and narratives representing sexual identities with the 
aim of increasing visibility is thus caught up in larger questions of LGBT rights and their 
attendant limitations. Celia Kitzinger examines the political limitation of this model in her study 
of self-identified lesbians and their politics, looking at how, over time, women have come to 
divorce lesbianism from feminism. She concludes that conceiving of lesbianism as an 
exclusively sexual identity frames the politics of sexuality in terms of psychology and choice. 
This values personal growth and self-actualization and focuses on the process of individual 
decision-making rather than on collective struggle against heterosexuality and its institutions.196 
By distancing lesbianism from lesbian feminism, this purportedly apolitical model ultimately 
reduces collective struggle against oppression to an individual psychological issue.  
This fight against discrimination, which centers on legislative reform to include specific 
clauses protecting lesbians, has been the primary approach of LGBT organizations in France. 
Though surely intended as a way of remedying the omission of women from much of the fight 
against homophobia, this approach unfortunately enacts legal reform focused on punishment of 
individuals and incarceration rather than structural change. It also creates a false equivalence 
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between homosexuality and heterosexuality as two different natural sexual “preferences,” with 
legal consequences. In December 2004, the French government added sexual orientation to the 
existing hate speech law; as Scott Gunther has pointed out, within this framework, calling 
someone a “dirty straight” can be punished just as severely as calling someone a “dirty homo.”197 
Legal scholar Dean Spade has drawn on Foucault’s concept of biopower to suggest that 
power functions not only by “obvious” acts of violence, but also through the slow violence of 
“population management power,” which operates through the “arrangement and distribution of 
security and insecurity.”198 Spade is one among many recent scholars and collective to point out 
that antidiscrimination legislation cannot—and indeed does not seek to—address prison 
abolition, economic justice, access to healthcare, and the end to immigration enforcement.199 
Given that these issues impact the most vulnerable segments of the population, it is hard to see 
how this liberal legal reform could constitute an intersectional project. 
The fight against lesbophobia must be contextualized within broader shifts in feminist 
discourse in France since the 1990s. The CLN’s approach to lesbian rights shares many 
assumptions with the State-sponsored feminism of Ni putes ni soumises. Their recent hyper-
visibility in French media was in part due to their framing the structural oppression of women in 
the banlieue in psychological rather than political terms. Ultimately, this approach suggests that 
misogynistic violence must be combated above all through changes in the attitudes of banlieue 
men. The feminist politicization of individual experiences and relationships has of course been 
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invaluable for women coming to understand their seemingly isolated experiences in terms of 
structural oppression; however, in this context, psychological explanations and solutions have 
served to occult policies that combat State violence and poverty, instead justifying new 
governmental security and anti-immigrant measures. Certain aspects of the personal may be 
political, but their politics must be expressed in terms of individual electoral, career, lifestyle, 
and relationship choices.  
This approach has been called “free choice” feminism, or even “postfeminism.” 
Proponents employ a vocabulary apparently promoting women’s “agency,” “empowerment,” 
embrace of femininity, and secular lifestyle, all while adamantly differentiating itself from the 
bitter or “man-hating” radical feminisms of the 1970s and 1980s.200 As Nacira Guénif-Souilamas 
and Eric Macé have argued, it is no coincidence that the growing victimization of the “fille 
voilée [veiled woman]” and demonization of the “garçon arabe [Arab man]” in the mainstream 
media has been accompanied by the increasing depiction of radical feminism in general, and 
radical lesbian feminism in particular, as “ringard.”201 Like NPNS’s anti-feminism, liberal 
lesbian activism participates in this progressive ringardisation of lesbian feminism. 
Self-identified lesbian organizations and authors have thus progressively delegitimized 
political lesbianism, recasting it as irrelevant and old-fashioned. This casts out not only an 
established tradition of radical lesbianism, but also forms of intersectional political lesbianism 
such as that of the Groupe du 6 novembre. The construction of lesbian sexual orientation 
combats certain forms of repression, but limits political possibilities even as they seem to create 
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other forms of liberal sexual identity. While the aim of allowing women who love women to 
recognize themselves in literature and be able to better access community may in many ways 
seem a laudable one, it does not simply exist alongside other ways of conceiving of politicized 
sexuality; it also depends upon their exclusion. Laying claim to a lesbian sexual orientation, 
using it as a category to define one’s corpus, or seeking to give it further visibility all present that 
configuration of desire as a neutral reality to be uncovered rather than as the result of complex 
interlocking processes of power. Any lesbian “visibility” in the singular is fraught with 
unexamined colonial legacies. As we shall see in the next section, this is not only a theoretical 
claim, but is also a historical one that pertains to the violent reactions to the Groupe’s formation, 
and subsequent attacks upon their capacity to be literary enough to have a legitimate place in the 
French lesbian community.  
 
 
The Unmarked Whiteness of Lesbian Culture 
En France, nous n’avions pas de références, pas de lesbiennes guerrières issues des migrations qui avaient édité 
une publication avant nous. Nous devions tout inventer car nous ne voulions pas nous référer aux lesbiennes 
blanches et à ce qu’elles avaient pu écrire sur certains sujets, tels que 
“lesbiennes d’ici et d’ailleurs,” racisme, pauvreté…202 
   – Groupe du 6 novembre, interview with Michèle Larrouy and Martine Laroche 
 
 Just as the Groupe draws attention to the depoliticizing effects of the sexual identity 
model, so too do they highlight the unspoken racism of lesbian community and identity in 
France. For them, the framing of sexuality cannot be isolated from a history of colonization. If, 
like Foucault, they are critical of the limits of a politics based on this kind of reverse discourse, 
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for them it is not just the category that is the issue, but the specifically colonial nature of that 
category and its monopoly on defining legitimate sexualities. In the vein of Ann Laura Stoler, the 
Groupe thus nuances their Foucaultian critique of sexual identity by emphasizing the constitutive 
role that race plays in liberal lesbian identity. The remainder of this chapter will consider what 
the history of the Groupe shows about racism in the French lesbian milieu, as well as the colonial 
legacy that must be considered in order to understand how calls for lesbian visibility retain an 
unmarked whiteness—one that is complicit with the very Republican universalism that has made 
sexual minority rights so difficult to advance in the first place. 
 Coverage of the Cineffable protest in the magazine Lesbia only served to confirm the 
Groupe’s accusations of racism. In the December 1999 issue, the magazine’s editor at the time, 
Jacqueline Pasquier, characterized the protest as “paranoia,” an attack, and even a “problème de 
sécurité [security threat]”: 
[…] une espèce de commando de cinq à six femmes (du grand Sud), a surgi sur le 
podium de la cafétéria du sous-sol […] L’une d’elles a alors invectivé violemment 
contre une des personnes présentes à ma table […] et l’a dénoncée comme une 
personne à virer et à laquelle on devait faire la peau car elle pratiquait dans sa 
boîte de nuit parisienne le “délit de faciès.”203 
 
This is not a demonstration; it is a gang, a military coup—from the “far South,” no less!—or 
even some sort of terrorist attack. Pasquier characterizes them in much the way that Perrin 
characterized the Gouines rouges: a cabal of dangerous extremists from “the South” out to ruin it 
for the rest of us. Meanwhile, the protestors’ accusation of racial profiling is dismissed through 
scare quotes. 
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 The press coverage of this incident frames it in terms of competing claims to 
authentically lesbian culture and literature. Pasquier frames the Groupe’s slogans as lacking 
literary sophistication, dismissing them as “extrêmement tendancieuses et sonnant faux comme 
les dialogues d’un roman de gare, qui ne pouvaient qu’inciter au racisme et créer un réel 
malaise.”204 This accusation of inciting racism is particularly odd given that their slogans 
reproduced, in the first person, white lesbians’ own words: “Tu as de la chance, une belle Arabe 
comme toi tu es la fantasme exotique des femmes, tu me donnes ton téléphone ?”205 While 
apparently acceptable when pronounced by white lesbians, these words are said to “incite 
racism” when the interlocutor is not white. By dismissing this protest as the hyperbolic fodder of 
an airport novel, Pasquier effects an astonishing reversal: it is not the white lesbians who are 
racist, but in fact their targets, who dare use crude qualifiers such as “white” and “Arab.” 
 After the Groupe’s formation, one of their earliest actions was to pen a response letter to 
Pasquier’s insulting coverage of their protest. When Lesbia refused to publish their letter, they 
released it themselves in a pamphlet early in the year 2000. Their reaction highlights the elitism 
of lesbian milieus: 
NON!!! le racisme ne se résout malheureusement pas à celui subi par des 
lesbiennes d’autres contrées, les plus éloignées de vos Rives (à Gauche du “Grand 
Sud” peut-être ??). Poser effrontément que seul aurait légitimité le combat contre 
cette forme du racisme, c’est faire du racisme lui-même une pratique exotisante et 
participer de cette entreprise d’invisibilisation, d’occultation et de NÉGATION de 
ces discriminations vécues ici et maintenant.206 
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invisibilization, of occultation, and of NEGATION of these discriminations lived here and now.” Groupe du 6 




By playing with the multiple meanings of the words “rive [bank]” and “gauche [left],” they point 
out that the French lesbian milieu’s “bank” is clearly the left one, in the tradition of the well-
known and elitist Left Bank salon culture in Fin de siècle Paris. They take up Pasquier’s racist 
and offensive use of the term “Far South” and imply through their double question mark that 
these hypocritical Left Bank lesbians are politically much further to the right than they may 
think. Racism is not only on the other side of the Atlantic, but alive and well along the banks of 
the Seine. 
 The Groupe du 6 novembre sets their work firmly apart from all previous lesbian 
publications, affirming the need for new forms of cultural expression. Thus, rather than 
submitting Warriors/Guerrières to an existing lesbian or feminist publishing house, they 
established their own independent press: Nomades’Langues Éditions (Nomad Languages Press). 
That name attests to the multilingualism ignored in lesbian literature, and the simultaneous sense 
of rootlessness and cohesion that they experience in coming together to “[…] battre en brèche les 
constructions limitées et limitantes dont nous pouvons faire l’objet.”207 They frame previous 
publications as not only passively “limited” in their engagement with race but also as actively 
“limiting” those that they purport to represent.  
 Though they do not name names or focus on specific targets—apart from Perrin—these 
reductive images are omnipresent in the lesbian press. Lesbia has often published exposés about 
the condition of women in predominantly Muslim countries.208 This sensationalist approach is 
also omnipresent in lesbian novels. Written almost exclusively by white lesbian authors and 
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featuring white lesbian protagonists, these novels include racialized women only as secondary 
characters and almost never as narrators.209 Some of these novels take place in faraway, “exotic” 
locales, where women pursue relationships with each other while providing colonialist and 
folkloric descriptions of the local populations.210 Others describe white women helping brown 
women to escape their abusive “traditional” families and relocate to France, in a variation on the 
classic Spivakian formulation.211 Some of those novels will be explored in more detail in later 
chapters; what I want to emphasize here is that they profess to sensitize the reader to the plight of 
racism and include a diversity of characters, while actually enacting such racism through the 
depiction of racialized characters as local décor, exotic beauties, or victims in need of saving—
and sometimes all three. This reflects a broader Euro-American upsurge in publishing 
voyeuristic and sensationalist “native” accounts of sexual suffering (whether fictional or 
sociological—the difference is often slight). 
 Though they are responding to Pasquier in particular, the Groupe is careful to frame 
racism not as an interpersonal dispute or community feud, but as a structural political issue. 
Unlike the sexual orientation model’s psychologization of sexuality, this model of political 
lesbianism tackles a much more systemic issue that cannot be eliminated by addressing just one 
particular figure, issue, or practice. At the same time, however, they do suggest practical ways 
for changing this here and now, such as rejecting the tokenization of minority lesbians: “NON!! 
                                               
209 Two of the only exceptions include two translated volumes: Shamim Sarif, À l’évidence, I Can’t Think Straight, 
trans. Cécile Dumas (Paris: KTM éditions, 2011) and Vida, Le jardin de Shahrzad (Paris: KTM Éditions, 2009). The 
first is a best-seller originally written in English, whereas the latter is the translation of texts, originally written in 
Italian, by a group of anonymous Iranian lesbians, published under the moniker Vida. 
210 See for example Cécile Dumas, Terre étrangère (Paris: KTM Éditions, 2002); Kadyan, À marche forcée (Paris: 
KTM Éditions, 2014); Laura Migliore, Para doxa (Paris: KTM Éditions, 2010); Karine Morel, Julie et Sarah, 
latitude 34 (Paris: Éditions gaies et lesbiennes, 2009); Annabel West, Opération Twilight (Paris: KTM Éditions, 
2016). 
211 See especially Patricia Bureu, Beyrouth empreinte (Paris: KTM Éditions, 2012); Natacha Cerruti, L’Archipel des 
feux-semblants (Paris: KTM Éditions, 2011); Anne Rambach and Marine Rambach, Cœur contre cœur et Les lois de 




la présence au compte-gouttes de lesbiennes discriminées, ne sert que d’alibi exotique, et ne 
saurait lever le soupçon de racisme !”212 This form of apparent “inclusion” is little more than a 
form of self-protection.213 
 The Groupe classifies this form of self-protection as “antiracisme bon teint [politically 
correct antiracism].”214 Figuratively, “bon teint” translates roughly to “politically correct,” while 
its literal meaning is the “good/right skintone”; this double meaning thus implies that “color-
blind” or “politically correct” forms of antiracism also has to be white. For them, including 
“diversity” by changing the names and origins of characters does not question how operative 
modes of identity may influence constructions of the self, priorities in relationships, and 
experiences of belonging or marginalization in different spaces. A mere language of inclusion or 
antiracism is not enough to deconstruct the epistemological assumptions that embed whiteness 
into identity. The Groupe frames this not merely as a passively failed form of antiracism, but 
rather as an active mechanism of self-protection.  
 As we have seen, the Groupe exposes these mechanisms through nicknames such as 
“Waspiennes de France [Waspians of France]”215 and “lesbOccidentées [lesbOccidentals],”216 
and by referring to them as the “mouvement français lesbien officiel [official French lesbian 
movement],” or MLFO for short.217 The term “wasp” also emphasizes that Christian norms are 
just as enmeshed with their identities as they are in the United States—an especially significant 
dig given the importance of laïcité to French national self-image. Paola Bacchetta has remarked 
that the term “lesbOccidentée” truncates “lesbian” while preserving “Occident,” exposing 
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lesbian identity as being perhaps more about Western culture than it is about sexuality.218 This 
contrasts Euro-American approaches to international solidarity, suggesting that unofficial 
networks of transnational feminist and lesbian of color solidarity exist and challenge such 
imperialist practices. Far from mere quips, these jocular terms are linked to broader critiques of 
capitalism and neocolonialism. In her essay “La continuité de la vision coloniale dans les pensée 
et analyse (sic) de lesbiennes françaises [The Continuity of the Colonial Mindset in French 
Lesbian Thought and Analysis],” Hanan Kaddour cites a “clique” of white lesbians (35) who 
belong to the 500 million people who consume “80% des richesses de la terre […] alors que 5,5 
milliards se répartissent les 20% qui restent [80% of the world’s resources while 5.5 billion share 
the leftover 20%].”219 Out of the entire text, these two phrases would be retained, becoming the 
object of polemic that would prove the white lesbian community’s incapacity to confront their 
own racism. 
 In June 1999, a racially-mixed working group on racism had been created following 
debates at the annual meeting of the Coordination lesbienne nationale a month prior in the town 
of Die.220 The following year, in the wake of the Cineffable fallout and the Groupe’s founding, 
the General Assembly of the CLN voted for that working group to become an official 
commission on the “racisme intégré des lesbiennes blanches [integrated racism of white 
lesbians]” (hereafter referred to as the Commission). The fact that the largest network of lesbian 
associations in France had approved such a group, and had asked them to issue a report on 
racism in the lesbian community, at first seemed promising. In June 2001, the Commission 
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recommended that their budget be increased to support the Groupe’s initiatives, including some 
limited financing for the publication and distribution of Warriors/Guerrières.221 Though the 
CLN initially assented, they reconsidered this decision after the members of an association 
known as the Compagnie des Insoumises, Baladines, Enthousiastes et Lesbiennes (Company of 
Rebels, Jesters, Enthusiastics, and Lesbians, or CIBEL) wrote an open letter to the Commission, 
citing the above passages by Cheriet and Kaddour: “Ce livre pose certainement des questions 
essentielles, mais la forme en est détestable. Quiconque, parmi nous, peut remettre en cause les 
fonctionnements de la CLN, voire exiger une prise de conscience jugée absente, mais le faire 
sous forme d’injures, d’agressions, de calomnies n’est pas acceptable.” 222 Like Pasquier’s 
coverage of the Cineffable protest, CIBEL’s characterization of Warriors portrays the Groupe’s 
tone as uncivilized and counterproductive. 
 In the following issue, the Commission member initially targeted by CIBEL responded, 
along with the association to which she belonged, Femmes entre elles (Women Amongst 
Themselves, or FEE). FEE states that taking those excerpts out of context is “malhonnête et 
dangereux [dishonest and dangerous],” and that these texts must be considered as “parus en 
réaction à une situation d’agressions et de violences [published in response to violent attacks 
against them].”223 FEE states that including “opinions contestataires [dissenting opinions]” 
would be “la preuve d’une pleine démocratie, et le signe d’une maturité politique de la part de la 
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C.L.N.”224 Whereas this response emphasizes the importance of the larger political and historical 
context, CIBEL’s rebuttal letter, published in the following issue of Trait d’union, erases all 
power dynamics: “Mais que peut-on attendre d’un groupe qui, sous couvert d’une colère 
légitime, reproduit à l’égard des ‘lesbiennes blanches’ les mêmes processus que ceux qui sont à 
l’œuvre dans le racisme dont elles-mêmes sont victimes ?”225 Again, white lesbians recast 
antiracism as “reverse racism”—or, as it is often called today, “racisme anti-blanc [anti-white 
racism].”  
 CIBEL’s response is exemplary of the lesbian milieu’s “anti-racisme bon teint 
[politically-correct anti-racism]” that is repeatedly decried by the Groupe. CIBEL, who qualify 
themselves as “lesbians, feminists, secularists, progressives, and republicans,” claim to fight 
“lesbophobia, fascism, racism, anti-Semitism, xenophobia” as part of their mission statement.226 
They are willing to do this with “lesbiennes de tous horizons [lesbians of all horizons],” with one 
important qualification: “[…] dès lors qu’elles savent manier la critique dans le respect de l’autre 
[…] et dans une perspective positive de progrès humain (et lesbien !)”227 They disguise virulent 
racism as tolerance through a universalist lens, while giving the oppressed a lesson in manners. 
 Despite their initial support for the Groupe’s project, the CLN would ultimately back 
CIBEL’s veritable civilizing mission. In their published response in September 2002, the CLN 
affirmed: “Oui, la CLN continuera de lutter contre les exclusions, comme c’est indiqué dans ses 
statuts depuis sa création, dont celles causées par le racisme et la précarité, y compris en interne. 
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Non, la CLN n’acceptera pas d’être injuriée et diffamée au nom d’une pluralité de paroles en son 
sein.”228 Following the CLN’s refusal to stand behind them, the Commission’s members resigned 
and deposited their report at the lesbian archives in Paris to document this story that they classify 
as “la démonstration même du racisme intégré [the very demonstration of integrated racism].”229 
Despite the efforts of some white members of lesbian and feminist organizations, this Republican 
“anti-racisme bon teint” effectively censored every structural critique of racism—all in the name 
of tolerance, open-mindedness, and diversity. Their compilation of these documents, however, 
has ensured that this story be told. 
 The Groupe takes on these reductive representations through provocative wordplay and 
poetry. The epigraph at the beginning of this chapter, for instance, is excerpted from an essay 
collectively authored by a group called the Bêtes noires. Literally meaning “black beasts,” their 
name is the French idiom for “pet peeve,” suggesting that they are intentionally playing the role 
of gadfly to white lesbians. The title of their poetic manifesto serves as a biting response to those 
who dare speak on their behalf: “Des lesbiennes blanches rêvent notre silence [White Lesbians 
Dream of Our Silence].”230 Through the assonance of “blanche” and “silence,” whiteness is 
immediately associated with silence, emphasizing both the obvious erasure of non-white voices 
as well as the problematically unmarked nature of whiteness. The alexandrine takes up precisely 
the sort of classical register that the Groupe is mocked for lacking, only to include a diphthong 
(“lesbiennes”) whose potential extra syllable threatens to disrupt that artificial and rigid form. 
That they “fantasize” these women’s silence contains a sexual connotation, recalling the 
Groupe’s objection to their exoticization. They shatter white lesbians’ hopes that they will 
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remain “[…] muettes, malléables, inscrites dans des discours jamais produits ni pensés par 
nous.”231 Like Pygmalion, white lesbians will only appreciate those “malleable” enough to be 
folded into existing stereotypes. In contrast to the “official French lesbian movement,” the 
Groupe’s narratives are centered around disappearance and invisibility. Defying the cookie cutter 
vision of lesbian identity also becomes a way to reclaim language and literature. 
 
 
“Dykes of Imperialist Tongues” 
Having been discredited due to an apparent lack of literary virtuosity, Nedjmam draws 
out the colonial implications of the above debates through extensive wordplay in the poem 
“Goûts doux des langues impérialistes.”232 She makes use of homophony in the poem’s title to 
point out the conservatism of the French lesbian community’s textual and sexual politics. “Goûts 
doux,” literally meaning ‘sweet tastes,’ is aurally indistinguishable from a French slang term for 
lesbian, “goudou,” commonly used within the lesbian community and derived from the more 
commonly used “gouine.” In writing, it ironically refers to the French language’s colonial legacy 
(“Sweet Tastes of Imperialist Tongues”), but pronounced aloud it can just as easily be 
understood as “Dykes of Imperialist Tongues.” By evoking the tongue and mouth, often 
erotically charged in lesbian literature, Nedjmam decries the desirability politics of communities 
that objectify racialized lesbians’ bodies and deny them self-expression. It is time, Nedjmam 
suggests, to examine who gets to determine the value of bodies, language, and literature.  
Nedjmam uses the non-traditional form of free verse poetry with no punctuation and an 
irregular rhyme scheme. Throughout its thirteen stanzas, “Goûts doux” plays on the double 
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meaning of “tongue,” first focusing on the linguistic before moving on to the corporeal. The first 
six stanzas emphasize the colonial legacy of imperialist languages and their power to mask 
violence: 
Neutraliser les rapports de domination 
par une langue affadie 
 
Interdire les consonnes rebelles 
les intonations irréelles 
les voyelles voyageuses 
 
Lier la syntaxe 
à un ordre colonial 




aux mots inventés  
 
Terroriser 
les verbes odorants 
les adverbes luxuriants 
 
Carcérer l’imagination 
dans gangues de fer 
fermées aux divagations233 
 
Each stanza begins with a transitive verb describing the imperial language’s attempted 
neutralizing, forbidding, structuring according to strict rules of syntax, teaching, terrorizing… 
The seemingly liberatory category of lesbian literature neutralizes power relations, forbids 
mellifluous linguistic innovation, anchors the very structures of sentences in colonial legacies of 
grammatical normativity, which look askance at any trace of an accent as proof of foreignness to 
(within?) the nation. Linguistic rigidity and euphemism prevent innovation and maintain power 
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relations disguised as neutrality. The linguistic and material cannot be separated, and in the third 
stanza, the poet explicitly likens this command over language to the colonial project of 
assimilation used to degrade the speech of subjugated peoples. “Terrorizing” is recast as a State 
mechanism of power, and the incarceration of imaginations maps power onto bodies as it traces 
the limits of the possible. 
Here, however, it is the colonialist policing of legitimate language that is the real lack of 
literary merit, and the poet does not hesitate to defy its rules even as she constantly evokes them. 
Nedjmam violates these various proscriptions through the very rhyme scheme, homophony, and 
alliteration she employs to describe them. Refusing regularity, she establishes a rhyme scheme 
(“rebelles” / “voyelles”) only to reverse it in the very next line, evoking the “rebellious” nature 
of vowels and consonants that prevents any variation from standardized French. Indeed, the 
alliteration of “intonations irréelles” and “voyelles voyageuses” highlights the rebellious nature 
of the consonants in the line preceding them. Syntax itself is linked to “un ordre colonial / 
barbarisme des temps actuels,” using a half rhyme to emphasize colonization’s continued 
presence while refusing the linguistic conventions that would demand a full rhyme. The final 
neologism of the verb “carcérer [carcerate],” employed instead of the more standard “incarcérer 
[incarcerate],” rebels against the very constraints upon imagination that it decries. Their 
reappropriation of language is clearly one rooted in “divagations”—and yet these linguistic 
meanderings demonstrate a mastery of the very techniques they decry. Contrary to Pasquier’s 
assertions, they do not lack literary merit; rather, they disregard its rigid criteria in order to seek 
something richer. French is recast as a dead language, shackled in its own traditions. It is 




 The second half of the poem, which consists of seven stanzas, shifts from the dominant 
culture’s dangerous tongue to her own. She rejects white lesbians’ elitist literary register through 
the childishly defiant gesture of sticking out her tongue: 
Je tire la LANGUE 
aux Lesbiennes blanches 
acculturées. 
 












Croire en la  
Vie 
en toutes langues 
 
Écrire la Vie 
rescapée 
des coups vils 
 
Des ennemies 
en peaux blanchies 
ravinées234 
 
The sociological term ‘acculturé’ typically applies to the adoption of a dominant group’s norms 
and behavioural patterns to gain acceptance, and is often used in a colonial context. Applied to 
the Republic, however, this term might just as well be read as containing the privative prefix (“a-
                                               
234 “I stick out my TONGUE / at white Lesbians / acculturated / My Tongue, husky / and scrappy / hardened / I 
smooth with / my TONGUE / so giddy / The World, asleep / with dreams / languid / Believe in / Life / in all 
languages / Writing Life / survivor / of vile strikes / From enemies / in skins bleached / and furrowed.” Groupe, 




culturated”) to imply that existing lesbian culture is empty. Their whiteness is no longer self-
masking neutrality, but a lack made visible. Alternatively, since white lesbians can be considered 
a minority group if they are compared to predominantly heterosexual society, the ironic use of 
‘acculturated’ suggests that white lesbians are assimilating to heterosexual culture. 
 By using assonance and nonstandard adjectives, she invokes the ‘voyaging vowels’ and 
‘invented words’ that are generally forbidden by these imperialist dykes. To their rigid tongue in 
the singular, she opposes her own rough and playful one (“ripeuse” and “rieuses”). Her language 
will, paradoxically, smooth (“lisser”) those who already see themselves as most refined, waking 
them from their torpor (“aux rêves alanguis”). The dominant language is deadening compared to 
the life (“Vie”) that she wants to promulgate through a multiplicity of languages (“en toutes 
langues”). The final stanza stresses the importance of documenting one’s escape from the 
catastrophic uniformity of assimilation (“rescapée / des coups vils”) through creative and original 
self-expression. 
 Those vile blows, while at first standing alone, are then ambiguously attached to the 
enemies “en peaux blanchies / ravinées” in the final stanza. The female enemies from whom life 
must be saved are not white per se, but rather seem to be draped in whitened or bleached skins, 
as if to help them blend in. The original French establishes a parallel between the final words of 
the first and last stanzas in this second section: “acculturées” is re-accentuated through the final 
“ravinées.” Could the ‘white acculturated lesbians’ of the previous stanza be these enemies 
wearing white skin? Nedjmam suggests that whiteness is no natural marker, but rather an 
ideology that can be tried on in order to gain respectability and acceptance. Yet to ‘[é]crire la 
Vie,’ one must resist assimilation into the linguistic standards of the wider lesbian community 




alienation: ‘Dans quelle mesure […] nous sentons-nous obligées de répondre aux stéréotypes que 
des lesbiennes, bi/trans/sexuelles [sic] occidentales se construisent de nous pour prétendre à une 
place dans cette communauté ?’235 She and others are used like raw materials for stereotypes in 
lesbian cultural production, while the complexity of their lived experiences is written out.  
 The Groupe’s targeting of the so-called “MLFO” in this poem can be better understood in 
light of their fraught history recounted in this chapter. This chapter has dwelt primarily upon 
apparently well-intentioned, liberal lesbian identity and its failure to attend to intersectional 
politics. I would like to suggest that this form of liberal “anti-racisme bon teint” accomplishes 
what Sarah Ahmed has described as the “nonperformativity of antiracism.” Ahmed uses this term 
to designate a performative commitment to equality that does not merely fail to do what it 
intends to do, but moreover “‘works’ because it fails to bring about what it names.”236 
Performative antiracism does not passively fail to be antiracist by not following through on its 
own aims; rather, it succeeds in its aim of actively silencing contestations of racial injustice 
deemed to be inappropriate, by masking it with a language of a more “tolerant” racial justice. 
 This approach erases the history of colonization and vastly unequal power relations that 
are so crucial to the Groupe’s analyses. In a statement that strikingly recalls Perrin’s dismissal of 
both anticolonial and radical feminist politics, Hanan Kaddour emphasizes the importance and 
legitimacy of anger: “En refusant d’accepter la colère des lesbiennes des migrations comme acte 
de refus et de résistance contre le pouvoir de certaines sur d’autres, en jugeant illégitime cette 
colère, ces lesbiennes font le même type d’analyse que ceux qui avaient refusé d’accepter la 
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colère des Algériennes / Algériens comme une résistance contre la domination coloniale.”237 
This rhetorical strategy clearly aims to help white lesbians recognize the oppressive role that they 
play, by comparing them with a form of oppression that may seem more obvious and widely 
recognized. More than that, though, they emphasize the structural violence underlying liberal 
approaches to conflict. For them, the CLN’s “anti-racisme bon teint” ultimately preserves the 
appearance of antiracism while ensuring the silencing of intersectional feminist critiques of their 
actions. If this seems overstated, these dynamics become much clearer when we examine more 
closely the target of the Cineffable protest, Elula Perrin, who was so jealously defended by 
Lesbia’s editor in her coverage of the festival. 
 Apart from Nina Bouraoui, whose works will be explored at length in Chapter Three, 
Perrin is the only well-known and mediatized lesbian personality to make colonialism and race a 
central theme of her work. As the daughter of a “métisse [mixed race]” mother and white French 
father in Indochina, she sometimes refers to herself as mixed race or even as a “quarteronne 
[quadroon],” a term that is rarely used for self-identification given its heavy colonial 
connotations. Perrin’s racial attitudes are clearest in her later historical novels, which are 
autobiographically-inflected and describe the discrimination that she and her mother faced at the 
hands of the French, the indigenous populations, and especially the Japanese soldiers in colonial 
Indochina. This is most poignant in her 1985 novel Mousson de femmes (A Monsoon of Women), 
re-edited in 2003 by Éditions Double Interligne.238 This novel channels the historical account of 
French colonization of Indochina through the trials and tribulations of a mixed-race girl’s 
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upbringing as she comes to realize her love for women at a young age, as her everyday life is 
shaped by the struggle for decolonization.239 The return to the violence she faced at the hands of 
the Japanese and the pro-Independence local populations are the source of major trauma, 
especially given the massacre of Perrin’s own father by the Japanese army at Thakhek (in 
modern-day Laos) in 1945.240 
 Given her mixed race heritage, it may surprise readers to discover that Perrin defends 
colonial politics as staunchly as she defends lesbian visibility; indeed, the two seem to come 
hand in hand for her. In the 1978 sequel to Les femmes préfèrent les femmes, Perrin writes: “Il en 
est qui sont devenues lesbiennes, pardon, ont commencé à coucher avec des femmes, comme les 
Aïcha du F.L.N. allaient poser des bombes dans les cinémas d’Alger : par conviction politique 
[…] Cela n’était nécessaire ni pour vous, femmes, ni pour nous, lesbiennes. Au contraire, ce fut, 
j’en suis convaincue, catastrophique.”241 Using openly racist language to dismiss the women who 
fought for the National Liberation Front during the Algerian Revolution, Perrin draws a parallel 
between radical lesbian and anticolonial politics only to undermine them both. She recalls the 
halcyon days when the French could live peacefully in Vietnam without disturbance, and 
presents France as a land of freedom and culture to which she is glad to flee. She may be 
staunchly anticolonial in her critiques of the Japanese occupation of Indochina, but she openly 
supports French and American imperialism, going so far as to lament the bygone days of the 
Vichy regime242 and openly praising the dropping of Hiroshima.243 By 1999, when the Groupe 
                                               
239 Nearly all of her works focus on the difficulties of the métisse population which, according to her, is 
marginalized in French colonial spaces while also representing the enemy to the local population (Mousson de 
femmes, 16, 23; Les femmes, 39; L’Eurasienne, 38, 46). 
240 This massacre of French army officers and their sympathizers, which took place on March 9, 1945, is related 
after her father is already dead through the character of Bernard (Mousson 171, 203). A year later, when she and her 
family can finally escape the daily terrors of the war, she makes no mention of the March 21, 1946 massacre—also 
in Thakhek—in which between 1,500 and 3,000 civilians are estimated to have been murdered by French forces. 
241 Perrin, Tant qu’il y aura des femmes, 13. 




calls Perrin out for the racism at her nightclub, Perrin had long since come out, as it were, as a 
colonial apologist.  
 This would come as no surprise to anyone who had read her works even prior to those 
that take place in an explicitly colonial setting. In Les femmes, she unabashedly recounts her 
beginnings on the nightlife scene in the “Ballets Nègres [negro ballets],” where she describes 
(with no further comment) wearing blackface during her performances.244 It does not take her 
long to describe her conquests using Orientalist and colonialist caricature. To cite only one 
among countless examples, she refers to an “herbier [herbarium]” in which she collects photos of 
the exotic specimens she has slept with: “une Turque ténébreuse et belle [a dark and beautiful 
Turk],” Marie-Hélène who is “belle, exotique, cheveux noirs en cascade, corps souple parfait, 
peau mate… [beautiful, exotic, with cascades of perfect black hair, perfect supple body, dark 
skin…],” Aïa the “odalisque fugitive [runaway odalisque].”245 The re-edition of Les femmes in 
1997 and of Mousson de femmes in 2003, both of which continued to receive positive reviews, 
make it clear that these colonialist attitudes have not changed her reputation as an inspiration for 
a generation of lesbians.246 
 Furthermore, Perrin’s literary success is not unique in this regard. Hélène de Monferrand, 
who was one of Lesbia’s longest running and most controversial columnists (not to mention 
Perrin’s longtime friend and, eventually, co-author), is another author whose literary talent has 
been held to override the colonialist overtones of her work.247 Monferrand is most famous for her 
                                                                                                                                                       
243 See Mousson de femmes, 280 and L’Eurasienne, 12. 
244 Perrin, Les femmes, 69. 
245 Perrin, Les femmes, 147, 95, 287, 239. 
246 Indeed, Lesbia’s glowing review of Mousson de femmes goes so far as to describe the novel’s historical period as 
a “belle page d’histoire de France [beautiful chapter in France’s history].” Danièle Grison, “Livres : Mousson de 
femmes,” Lesbia, February 2000. 
247 Perrin cites Monferrand as the only other contemporary French lesbian author worthy of note in the 1997 edition 




trilogy of epistolary novels documenting the relationships and intrigue of young bourgeois 
Parisian women from the 1960s to the 1980s, the first of which, Les amies d’Héloïse (Héloïse’s 
Companions) won her the Prix Goncourt for best first novel in 1990.248 Having grown up in 
Algeria in a pied noir family, Monferrand returned to France in 1958 during the Algerian 
Revolution and eventually became an openly lesbian author. Her stated aim is to normalize 
lesbians in literature by integrating them into genres of literary merit: “Je voulais rester, comme 
on dit aujourd’hui, ‘hors ghetto’ [I wanted to remain, as one might say today, ‘outside the 
ghetto’].”249 Monferrand and Perrin are among the best-known contemporary French lesbian 
authors, frequently reviewed in the lesbian press and consistently included in popular and 
scholarly bibliographies of French lesbian literature. 
 Though Monferrand’s trilogy devotes little narrative attention to colonization, the 
Algerian Revolution looms large in the background of Les amies d’Héloïse, with her protagonists 
stating in no uncertain terms that they are “chaudement pour l’Algérie française [whole-heartedly 
for French Algeria].”250 Like Perrin, she alludes to decolonization only from the perspective of 
the colonizers; this time, however, it is not abandoned settler-colonists being saved, but rather a 
bitter forced departure. When, early on in the trilogy, the young Claire Rochaz must leave 
Algeria with her family, she despises the “bonnes consciences de gauche [bleeding-heart 
liberals]” who target the pieds noirs who did not even have time to bid their adieus and “panser 
                                                                                                                                                       
Perrin, L’Habit ne fait pas la nonne (Paris: Éditions Double Interligne, 1998) and Ne tirez pas sur la violoniste 
(Paris: Éditions Double Interligne, 1999). 
248 See Hélène de Monferrand, Les amies d’Héloïse (Paris: Éditions de Fallois, 1990), Journal de Suzanne (Paris: 
Éditions de Fallois, 1991), and Les Enfants d’Héloïse (Paris: Éditions Double Interligne, 1997). After the first two 
volumes of that trilogy, all of her subsequent works would be published by the lesbian publishing houses Éditions 
Double Interligne and La Cerisaie. 
249 Hélène de Monferrand, “Une fin heureuse,” in Gay and Lesbian Cultures in France, ed. Lucille Cairns (New 
York: Peter Lang, 2002), 139. 




[leurs] plaies [bandage their wounds].”251 Her denunciation of the “Metropolitan” French 
population’s hypocrisy about colonial responsibility notwithstanding, Monferrand joins Perrin 
among the ranks of those whom the Groupe denounces as imperialist dykes lauded in the lesbian 
press. 
 These examples not only demonstrate that the outright refusal on the part of lesbian 
publications to examine their racism is in bad faith; more importantly, they assert that sexual 
orientation continues to be coded as progressive, in spite of the omnipresent undercurrent of 
colonial politics in lesbian literature. Intersectional and anticolonial lesbian politics are silenced 
in interconnected literary and activist networks, as is clear through the Cineffable protest, the 
censoring of the Warriors/Guerrières, and the dissolution of the CLN’s commission on racism. 
Thus, in response to those who have struggled to understand this so-called recent “paradox” of 
“sexual dissidence and social conservatism,”252 I suggest that it is, in fact, no paradox at all, 
given that the former and the latter share racialized assumptions that influence who becomes 
legible as an acceptable sexual subject in the first place. This legibility has consequences for 
literary corpuses, which leave out those who remain hostile or even ambivalent to white lesbian 
identity and community. 
 
 
Sounds within Silence 
 I will conclude this chapter by briefly looking at one such work that has been left out of 
lesbian corpuses, despite the fact that an excerpt of it was featured in Warriors as Narjiss’ prose 
                                               
251 Monferrand, Les amies d’Héloïse, 111. 
252 Lucille Cairns, “Dissidence sexuelle, conservatisme social? La mise en écriture du lesbianisme chez Hélène de 




poem entitled “Quand [When].” That page-long fragment is taken from the genre-defying 
Cahiers d’empreintes : Lettre à toi… (Journal of Traces: Letter to You, 1997).253 This text’s 
tropes of absence and loss explores the complex relationship between desire, identity, and 
community. The excerpt is framed as a poem that revisits high school memories of a sexual 
awakening and first kiss between two girls.254 The larger work’s fragmented and 
autobiographically-influenced prose could be called a journal, a letter, a novel, or a poem; it 
alternates between a dreamlike account of the narrator’s childhood, her family’s history, and her 
life in Paris where she lived after leaving Morocco in 1990 to attend film school. Though 
Cahiers centers on the narrator Narjiss’s255 quest to be able to pursue her love for women, 
Warriors/Guerrières remains the only lesbian publication to have taken note of it. This fractured 
narrative puts absence at the center, as a young woman finds that her engagement with lesbian 
identity is fraught with loss and compromise rather than liberation. 
 Cahiers affirms the importance of being able to voice desires without them being 
translated into existing categories, on the one hand, or eliminated from speech altogether, on the 
other. The very first page frames the narrative as “un silence au-deçà des mots, puis un bruit dans 
ce même silence [a silence beyond words, then a sound within that silence].”256 The expressive 
silence is not contrary to speech, but rather beyond it. Verbalization is the dissatisfying process 
of expressing that which cannot yet must be expressed, always already risking misrecognition. 
Putting words to her desires is a complex process that she must negotiate on her own terms: 
                                               
253 Narjiss, Cahiers d’empreintes : Lettre à toi... (Paris: L’Harmattan, 1997). Born in 1971 in Tangiers, Narjiss 
Nejjar, who published this work under her first name only, attended the École supérieure de réalisation 
audiovisuelle in Paris and ultimately gaining recognition at Cannes for her film Narjiss Nejjar, Al-ʻuyuwwn Al-
Jaffah (Jbila Méditerranée Production, 2003). 
254 Groupe, Warriors, 38. 
255 From this point forward I will use the name Narjiss to refer to the narrator. While the narrator’s name is never 
explicitly mentioned, the narrative is autobiographical and the narrator mentions that her first name is that of a 
flower (52); in Arabic, “narjiss” refers to both Narcissus, the character of Greek mythology, and the homonymous 
daffodil flower (as it does in most European languages).  




La peur en toi, la peur comme une entaille. 
Elle se joue de toi. 
D’abord, elle est tous les silences des ports quand la brume s’abat comme prophétie 
d’avant la vie. 
Ensuite, elle est un mot dit tout bas, un mot méprisant toutes ces lacunes que l’on 
déverse sur soi. 
Elle est aussi un cri, 
quand ma jouissance ressemble à ma vie, 
lumineuse et éteinte. 
Alors elle est un nom. 
Alors elle est AMOUR.257 
 
Verbalizing desire can either be oppressive, like the “hushed word” slandering her, or 
empowering through her own crying out. Putting words to her identity is inevitably cheapening: 
“Raconter une histoire d’amour, l’écrire, nous oblige à accepter la trahison des mots. Ce je ne 
sais quoi de nauséeux, qui donne l’impression de colporter un événement sans valeur 
marchande.”258 Translating desire, love, and the senses into a cohesive narrative to be diffused 
and read contains no promise of liberation. 
 Far from being reduced to merely the result of repression, silence is ultimately polyvalent 
and forms the basis of a resistance strategy. Early in the narrative, she learns at a young age that 
society silences her desire for women by rendering it unthinkable, but that, at the same time, that 
unthinkability allows for an intense and undetected language of love to develop between them. 
Her desire for Samia, her first high school crush, is described as an intense sensory experience 
that is then sullied through language: “Et d’un coup d’un seul, imagine une première fêlure, une 
lumière qui pénètre, qui brûle. / Imagine une deuxième fêlure, quand la première a eu 
                                               
257 “Fear in you, fear like a gash. / It overcomes you. / First, it is each silence in the port, when fog descends like a 
prophecy before life. / Then, it is a hushed word, a word despising all those shortcomings that they rain upon you. / 
It is also a cry, / when my pleasure looks like my life, / luminous and dimmed. Then it is a name. Then it is LOVE.” 
Narjiss, Cahiers, 21. 
258 “Telling a love story, writing it down, forces us to accept the treason of words. That hint of nausea, that gives the 




l’obligeance de me rappeler, / la nature de mon sexe, le tabou et… l’innommable.”259 Love 
between women is made impossible by being placed outside of speech, and yet this silence can 
be as expressive as a burning beam of light once it is mutually recognized, becoming its own 
mode of communication that enables certain forms of intimacy. By naming the unnamable, 
Narjiss here implies that explicit identitarian declarations are unnecessary in communicating 
one’s desire. 
 This is reflected in the ways in which she comes to express her desire in the context of 
her relationships. She experiences desire primarily through shared gazes at first, beginning in 
high school with another girl, Samia, whose eyes provoke in her a “trouble… Puissant 
[Powerful….disarray]”; this intensifies a few years later with Marie, her Swiss lover of two years 
with whom she shares “instants avortés quand les regards déchirent les voiles opaques [fleeting 
moments in which gazes tore away opaque veils].”260 Her resistance, as expressed through her 
narrative of gaps and fragments, is a complex interweaving of silence and speech: “Et je parle et 
je parle, et l’on me somme de me taire, je me tais pour laisser aux mots le temps d’amarrer, et je 
comprends soudain, que ma révolte les atteint, parce que leur propre silence les atteint.”261 It is in 
a pause between speech that others come to understand her words, suggesting that direct 
communication is not always the most effective form of making oneself heard. 
 The narrator can thus live her desires and while using a variety of tactics to make others 
aware of that which they try to stamp out through silence. While the impossibility of directly 
declaring her desire as identity in Morocco does ultimately inspire her to leave, that decision is 
                                               
259 “And in one move, one alone, imagine a first rift, a light that penetrates, that burns. / Imagine a second rift, when 
the first one is kind enough to remind me, / the nature of my sex, the taboo and…the unnamable.” Narjiss, Cahiers, 
23. 
260 Narjiss, Cahiers, 26, 31. 
261 “And I speak and I speak, and they order me to keep quiet, I keep quiet to give the words the time to take hold, 





not presented as an affirmation of lesbian fulfillment abroad. At first, she calls her country a land 
of “non-libertés [unfreedoms]” and leaves for France, hoping to experience the “unité de l’amour 
[unity of love]” in Paris.262 Yet when she finally goes to what appears to be a lesbian bar, she 
leaves with a feeling of profound ambivalence about her new home:  
Une nuit bariolée, j’ai traîné dans un bar trop enfumé pour qui comme moi exècre 
le tabac. 
A mon insu, j’ai humé fort le commun cancer. 
Les filles se cherchaient les unes, les autres, rien ne fusait plus que l’odeur de 
cette quête bidon. 
J’ai aimé cette quête bidon parce qu’elle rassure jusqu’au petit matin […]263 
 
This form of relative reassurance that she finds is marked by a profound ambivalence concerning 
the new forms of identity that are easier for her to adopt abroad. She detests the acrid smell of 
tobacco, and characterizes this frenzied nightlife scene as hopeless and superficial (“a phony 
quest”). Through the imagery of a communal cancer, she evokes importance of medical 
discourse in constituting their supposedly shared sense of identity, whose illusory unity is based 
on little more than the inhalation of the same carcinogens. Though she nevertheless finds these 
social spaces to be a source of reassurance through her long lonely nights, Narjiss never finds 
satisfaction in lesbian spaces, only from individual relationships with women in France and 
Switzerland—and those too are fraught with complications. “L’occident et ses relents de laïcité 
[the West and its aroma of secularism]” may allow for some forms of public sexuality and 
identity-based community, but other forms of social alienation cling to her as persistently as the 
stale odor of smoke.264 
                                               
262 Narjiss, Cahiers, 114, 126. 
263 “A gaudy night, I hung out in a bar too smoky for those like me who loathe tobacco. / I unwittingly 
breathed in the communal cancer. / Girls were going after each other, with the smell of that phony quest 
streaming in all around. / I liked that phony quest because it’s comforting until the wee hours […]” Narjiss, 
Cahiers, 109. 




 Narjiss outlines the absence of narratives reflecting the trajectories of women like herself, 
emphasizing that while she may take the risk of speech, so many others’ voices will never be 
heard: “J’aurai (sic) pu taire notre histoire… combien se sont tus ? Combien n’ont jamais 
osé…dire…”265 As the form of the past participle of “se taire” suggests, Narjiss is referring not 
only to women but to all those who have preferred the comfort of silence to the fear and 
compromise inherent in speech. This framing presents an unresolved tension between a longing 
for community and the ultimate disillusionment that so often ends up accompanying such 
identitarian spaces. Desirous as Narjiss may be of adopting such models throughout her story, 
she nevertheless implies through her fragmentary and poetic voice that resistance to direct 
description and identification may counteract the problematic tendency to detect and elicit only 
that which confirms existing expectations.266 Adhering to a single model of lesbian identity may 
be just as silencing as not speaking it at all. As Narjiss’s absence from lesbian bibliographies 
shows, “lesbian” literature is not only a history of stories untold—but of stories that, when told, 
inevitably fail to be faithful to the intricacies of desire.  
This chapter has looked critically at the framework of “lesbian visibility” and the political 
limitations of the sexual orientation model in terms of both radical lesbianism and intersectional 
feminism. The seemingly simple act of identifying who “counts” as a lesbian, so crucial in 
scholars’ and activists’ attempts to combat sexual minority oppression, comes to shape which 
forms of sexuality are considered legitimate. Ultimately, rather than asking what constitutes 
“lesbian” literature, or what it can tell us about the experiences of lesbians, I ask what the 
shifting definitions of the very term “lesbian” can tell us about the construction of lesbian 
identity in activist, academic, and literary contexts. This identity does not only, or necessarily, 
                                               
265 “I could have remained silent… how many others have remained silent? / How many others have never dared 
to…speak…” Narjiss, Cahiers, 49. 




combat repression, but rather produces particular forms of racialized subjectivity with a 
multiplicity of political valences that are often far from liberatory. 
As will be made clear in Chapter Two, my goal is neither to universally denounce lesbian 
studies approaches, nor to dismiss the importance of lesbian identity as a practice of strategic 
essentialism. Rather, my aim is to—like lesbian research and cultural outlets alike—take 
literature seriously as performative sites of identity construction. In a dossier on lesbian literature 
from 1988, Lesbia recognizes the crucial role of language and narrative in subject formation, 
especially for the lesbian community: 
[…] notre existence dépend aussi de la possibilité de se nommer, d’être donnée 
aux mots en dehors des concepts où ils nous ont enfermés jusqu’à présent. 
L’écriture lesbienne est une arme terrible, sans doute une des dernières 
possibilités données à l’écriture de changer encore une fois la vie en profondeur 
[…] Nous ne devons pas accepter le silence, pour cela il faut que les œuvres se 
multiplient, que chacune d’entre nous se sente concernée par la diffusion, la 
connaissance de ces œuvres qui nous donnent vie et mémoire […]267 
Narratives are part of what “give us life and memory,” influencing which forms of subjectivity 
and politics we imagine that we can legitimately desire or embody; it is precisely that discursive 
and material importance that have motivated me to interrogate the limitations that certain 
narratives produce. The meaningfulness of lesbian literature and community for many people 
must not—and need not—overshadow an intersectional analysis of the constraints that those 
identity formations also place upon others. Following this examination of the racialization of 
sexual orientation, one can begin, in the spirit of the Groupe, to ask: What are the 
epistemological assumptions behind this identity construction? Which kinds of desires, 
subjectivities, and politics are being produced or foreclosed? Who is written into this visibility, 
                                               
267 “[…] our existence also depends on the possibility of naming ourselves, of giving oneself to works outside of the 
concepts that have boxed us in up until now. Lesbian writing is a tremendous weapon, without a doubt one of the 
last possibilities that writing has to still profoundly impact life […] We do not have to accept silence, so we need 
works to multiply, so that each of us feels implicated in the distribution and the knowledge of these works that give 




and who is written out? In the following chapter, I will take up these questions in response to the 
two main schools of thought that have positioned themselves in opposition to the racism 










Saint Wittig: Queer Modernity and Progress Narratives of Resistance 
La première génération a dit on n’est pas des femmes, on le devient, la deuxième génération a dit les lesbiennes ne 
sont pas des femmes, et la troisième génération a dit les fems aussi sont des lesbiennes.268 
– Wendy Delorme, 2007 
 
In Wendy Delorme’s novel, Quatrième génération (Fourth Generation, 2007), the 
narrator, Marion, wittily sums up the evolving relationship between feminism and the category 
of woman. She begins with Simone de Beauvoir’s pioneering affirmation of the social 
construction of the sexes, before moving on to Monique Wittig’s provocative assertion that 
lesbians are not women due to their resistance to the economic and political institutions of 
heterosexuality. Marion then ultimately reconfigures Wittig’s formulation to reflect how a new 
generation of feminists are approaching issues of sex and gender. Marion, who feels a strong 
affinity for this “third generation,” is a young queer femme269 with a passion for polyamory, 
sado-masochism, and high heels. Drawing on a history of protest while also reconsidering how to 
best empower sexual and gender minorities in the present, her tongue-in-cheek summary of 
French feminism reflects common assumptions in much contemporary activism and scholarship: 
first, that feminism can be conceived of as a series of “waves” that build on each other, and 
second, that Wittigian lesbian feminism, while inspiring, is too rigid for contemporary 
configurations of gender and sexuality, and must be updated for queer times.270  
                                               
268 “The first generation said we are not women, we become them, the second generation said lesbians are not 
women, and the third generation said femmes are lesbians too.” Wendy Delorme, Quatrième génération (Paris: 
Grasset & Fasquelle, 2007), 23.  
269 In English, the French word for woman, “femme,” is used to refer to a lesbian or queer woman who dresses in a 
feminine or hyper-feminine way. Typically associated with working-class lesbian butch/femme culture in the United 
States, this word has been re-adopted in French lesbian and queer circles, often using the spelling “fem” and the 
English pronunciation, to designate lesbians with a markedly feminine gender presentation, who might “pass” as 
heterosexual in some contexts. For a discussion of this term in a French context, see Natacha Chetcuti. Se dire 
lesbienne: vie de couple, sexualité, représentation de soi (Paris: Payot, 2010), 27–31, 256. Delorme’s use of this 
term will be further discussed later in this chapter. 
270 In their preface to Preciado’s Manifeste contra-sexuel (Paris: Jacob Duvernet, 2000), Sam Bourcier’s epigraph of 




In addition to writing fiction, Wendy Delorme is also a queer burlesque performer and 
sociologist, and has become one of the sex-positive faces of queer culture and activism. This 
autobiographical novel is a reflection on how the subject and aims of feminism have changed 
over the course of “four generations,” which refers to the generations of women in her family, as 
well as alluding to the multiple feminist movements that have contested the social order through 
various lenses. The novel’s final paragraph pays tribute to this long and dynamic process of 
imagining possibilities for change:  
Quatre générations pour se refaire une idée de c’est quoi le monde, il y a celles 
qui sont tombées au champ d’honneur des violences conjugales, dans les 
tranchées du viol, dans les oubliettes du travail domestique et de la maternité. Il y 
a celles qui sont restées bien debout, pour gueuler je suis pas mal baisée je suis 
féministe, fachos cathos machos vous nous cassez l’clito, je suis fière je suis 
gouine je suis moche et masculine, la sodomie c’est la vie, la transphobie tue, 
pour claquer le pavé en bottes de combat ou en talons aiguilles, pour vivre avec 
rage et force et joie, et pour s’envoyer en l’air parce que chacun de nos orgasmes 
c’est un défi lancé à la face du monde.271 
Delorme transforms forgotten women into war heroes through vocabulary in an epic register, 
alluding to the founding act of the MLF at the tomb of the unknown solider under the Arc de 
Triomphe in 1970.272 Her list of well-known feminist slogans, lumped together in a single 
lengthy run-on sentence, emphasizes the immediacy of the experience of protest and establishes 
a sense of collective struggle against all norms of gendered self-presentation and behavior. 
Pleasure is the revolutionary tool used to re-imagine life outside of the constraints of 
                                               
271 “Four generations thinking up a new idea of what the world is, there are those who have fallen on the battlefield 
of domestic violence, in the trenches of rape, in the forgotten territory of domestic labor and maternity. There are 
those who have stood up, shouting I’m not sex-deprived I’m a feminist, fascists Catholics machos you’re busting our 
clits, I’m proud I’m a dyke I’m ugly and masculine, sodomy is life, transphobia kills, stamping the pavement with 
combat boots or high heels, living with rage and strength and joy, and getting laid because every one of our orgasms 
is a challenge to the world.” Delorme, Quatrième Génération, 321. 
272 On August 26, 1970, a group of feminists including Christine Delphy, Monique Wittig, and Christiane Rochefort 
left flowers at the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier under the Arc de Triomphe to draw attention to the fact that, as one 
of their most well-mediatized slogans stated, “Il y a plus inconnu que le soldat inconnu: sa femme [There is 




heterosexuality—all building up to the individual experience of orgasm that poses a threat to the 
patriarchal refusal of pleasure outside of heterosexuality. 
 For many, this reconfiguration of more traditional forms of activism into sexualized and 
individualized language lies at the heart of le queer’s appeal—or of its shortcomings. As 
American queer theory has been read, translated, and debated in a French context since the mid-
1990s,273 scholars and writers such as Delorme, Sam Bourcier, and Paul Preciado have adapted it 
to a French context, seeing it as a challenge to the increasing homonormativity of gay and 
lesbian culture: “En France, la prolifération d’identités nouvelles queer, post-identitaires […] 
procède […] d’une remise en cause […] des infradiscriminations qui se produisent à l’intérieur 
de la dite ‘communauté’ gaie et lesbienne […].”274 More subversive than mainstream LGBT 
politics and more playful than materialist French feminisms, le queer appeared to some as a way 
to revitalize the erotically charged politics of post-1968 groups like FHAR.  
This chapter will examine a series of questions related to the arrival, adoption, and 
contestation of le queer in France, as a mode of inquiry, influence on cultural production, and 
form of sexual (post-)identity. I will compare the adoption of queer theory in France in the late 
1990s as it relates to another historically-significant school of feminist thought, radical 
lesbianism, which arose in France at the beginning of the 1980s. In the context of Republican 
                                               
273 For early French works discussing the importation and importance of queer theory in France, see (in 
chronological order): Sam Bourcier, ed., Q comme queer: les séminaires Q du Zoo (1996–1997) (Lille: Gai Kitsch 
Camp, 1998); Didier Eribon, ed., Les Etudes gay et lesbiennes (Paris: Editions du Centre Pompidou, 1998); Paul 
[Béatriz] Preciado, Manifeste contra-sexuel, (Paris: Jacob Duvernet, 2000); Bourcier, Queer zones: Politiques des 
identités sexuelles, des représentations et des savoirs (Paris: Jacob Duvernet, 2001); François Cusset, Queer critics: 
la littérature française déshabillée par ses homo-lecteurs (Paris: Presses universitaires de France, 2002); Pascal Le 
Brun-Cordier and Robert Harvey, eds., Rue Descartes, numéro 40: Queer, repenser les identités (Paris: Presses 
Universitaires de France, 2003). For early translations, see notably Léo Bersani, Homos: Repenser l’identité, trans. 
Christian Marouby (Paris: Odile Jacob, 1998); David Halperin, Saint Foucault, trans. Didier Eribon (Paris: EPEL, 
2000); Gayle S. Rubin and Judith Butler, Marché au sexe, trans. Éliane Sokol and Flora Bolter (Paris: EPEL, 2002). 
274 “In France, the proliferation of new, post-identitarian queer identities […] also comes from challenging […] the 
infradiscriminations at work within the so-called gay and lesbian ‘community’ […]” Sam [Marie-Hélène] Bourcier, 
Sexpolitiques: queer zones 2 (Paris: La Fabrique Éditions, 2005), 246. See also the three waves of feminism as 




universalism, I will ask what it means to import a movement based on non-normativity—an 
inherently contingent concept—into a new cultural context, analyzing its impact on existing 
sexual politics. I will look at aspects of activism, literature, and theory associated with each 
school of thought, as each of those mediums is crucial to the constitution of something that 
comes to be identified as a community with a shared set of beliefs, political projects, and ways of 
apprehending the world and the self.  
This analysis of a few specific tendencies in largely academic debates is not meant to 
reduce political lesbianism or queer theory to a single problematic iteration, nor to discredit the 
work of the many scholars who have used these analytical frameworks to question the 
whitewashing of feminist scholarship, and whose work informs this chapter. Radical lesbianism 
and queer theory are each terms that encompass a variety of thinkers and activist currents, and 
any attempt to briefly define them is doomed to oversimplification. This chapter’s necessarily 
limited outline of each theoretical movement should thus be understood not as reflecting the 
complexity of all positions available, but rather as exploring a few ways in which these concepts 
have been flattened as they have circulated as currency with unequal value in current 
scholarship.  
I begin this chapter by introducing the historical context and prominent debates that have 
occurred between radical lesbianism and queer theory since the 1990s. I examine queer theory’s 
critical reception in France with a focus on Judith Butler’s theoretical engagement and 
interpretation of two French philosophers: poststructuralist theorist Michel Foucault and political 
lesbian Monique Wittig. The battles that raged between radical lesbians and queer theorists over 
the interpretations of concepts such as sex and sexuality shed light on the value systems coming 




the prevailing characterization of Wittig as a separatist and gender essentialist, cautioning against 
the ways in which queer approaches to “anti-identity” can be subsumed within forms of 
Republican feminism in France. I also challenge the common tendency among queer theorists to 
use Foucault as a corrective to all identity politics, and I move away from this teleological model 
that, I suggest, is symptomatic of scholarly resistance to Wittig’s definition of heterosexuality as 
inherently oppressive. 
In the latter portions, I shift from theoretical debates to literary representations of radical 
lesbianism and queer sexuality, with the aim of highlighting some unacknowledged racial 
assumptions that they share. While both theories of sexuality have drawn on Wittig and have 
been inspired by feminist and sexual politics that present themselves as anti-normative, their 
respective literary imaginaries are instructive in regards to the role played by the colonial past 
and neocolonial present in their configurations of sex, gender, and sexuality, and in their visions 
of resistance. By putting two of the Groupe’s poems in conversation with works by Wittig and 
Delorme, I demonstrate that the progress narrative outlined in the first section relies upon the 






The (R)evolutionary Timeline of Sexual Politics 
Que demandons-nous au sexe, au-delà de ses plaisirs possibles, pour que nous nous entêtions ainsi? Quelle est cette 
patience ou cette avidité à le constituer comme le secret, la case omnipotente, le sens caché, la peur sans répit? Et 
pourquoi la tâche de découvrir cette difficile vérité s’est-elle retournée finalement en une invitation à lever les 
interdits et à dénouer des entraves? […] ce savoir était-il devenu d’un tel prix – politique, économique, éthique – 
qu’il a fallu, pour y assujettir chacun, l’assurer non sans paradoxe qu’il y trouverait son affranchissement?275 
– Michel Foucault, L’histoire de la sexualité, vol. 1: la volonté de savoir 
 
Désir: cette tarte à la crème sur laquelle chacune ne manque pas de déraper en toute hâte pour échapper à son 
examen. […] Ce qui est peu clair c’est comment il peut y avoir une exquise essence ‘désir hétérosexuel féminin’ […] 
qui viendrait flotter dans le paysage pour l’embaumer, loin, bien loin des catégories politiques 
et des classes de sexe qu’on est censées détruire.276 
– Monique Wittig, “Les questions féministes ne sont pas des questions lesbiennes”  
 
Since the 1990s, queer theory on both sides of the Atlantic has warned against the pitfalls 
of identity politics and has sought to imagine a new basis for transformative coalitions. Partially 
inspired by Monique Wittig, they have revisited her theory of resistance to heterosexuality to 
reflect the complexity of contemporary formations of sex and sexuality in an age of Foucaultian 
biopower in which sexual identity politics no longer seem to carry the same revolutionary 
promise. Queer studies scholars have widely adopted the approach summed up by Delorme’s 
protagonist, Marion: after 1968, radical lesbianism’s rejection of the binary sexes has been 
reconfigured, nuanced, and repackaged for a new, queer, and self-reflexive (post-)feminism. I 
will first revisit these contemporary debates, with a focus on Judith Butler’s influential 
                                               
275 “What is it that we ask of sex, beyond its possible pleasures, that makes us so persistent? What is this patience or 
eagerness to constitute it as the secret, the omnipotent cause, the hidden meaning, the unremitting fear? And why has 
the task of discovering this difficult truth finally turned into an invitation to eliminate taboos and break free from 
what binds us? […] had this knowledge become so costly – in political, economic, and ethical terms – that in order 
to subject everyone to its rule, it was necessary to assure them, paradoxically, that their liberation was at stake?” 
Foucault, Histoire de la sexualité I (Paris: Gallimard, 1997), 105. This and all future English translations of this 
volume will refer to The History of Sexuality Volume 1: An Introduction, trans. Robert Hurley (New York: Pantheon 
Books, 1978), 79-80. French numbers will be followed by English numbers in brackets, after each translation. 
276 “Desire: that cliché that every woman slips into to avoid looking too closely at it. […] What remains unclear is 
how there could ever be an exquisite essence of ‘female heterosexual desire’ […] that would flutter about the 
landscape to embalm her far, far away from the political categories and classes of sexes that we should be 
destroying.” Monique Wittig, “Les questions féministes ne sont pas des questions lesbiennes,” Amazones d’hier, 




Foucaultian interpretation of Wittig. I will then return to Foucault’s prevailing theory of 
sexuality to ask if his views are indeed as incompatible with Wittig’s as they are often portrayed. 
In France, the unprecedented interest in gender and sexuality studies sparked by the 
arrival of le queer has been met with resistance not only from the predictably hostile Catholic 
Right, but also from a less expected source: many lesbian studies scholars and activists. They 
jealously guard Wittig’s legacy as a materialist feminist, attempting to keep her theory of 
lesbianism distinct from an American umbrella term like “queer” that in their eyes threatens to 
do away with the very term “lesbian.” The debates that have ensued between lesbian feminists 
and queer theorists, which often center on Wittig’s legacy, have resulted in the polarization of 
the two movements. I argue that the ways in which American queer theorists have been 
imported, interpreted, and contested reveals a number of concerns about the individualistic and 
potentially depoliticizing effects of certain forms of non-normativity when they are generalized.  
Before turning to debates between radical lesbians and queer theorists in the 1990s and 
2000s, it is necessary to look back to the 1980s to the initial controversy surrounding Wittig’s 
definition of heterosexuality—a controversy that would change the face of French feminism and 
influence reception of Wittig for decades to come. Wittig, a founding member of the MLF, first 
expounded upon her definition of heterosexuality in “La Pensée straight” (“The Straight Mind”) 
and “On ne naît pas femme” (“One is Not Born a Woman”), two essays that appeared in separate 
issues of the materialist feminist journal Questions féministes (Feminist questions) in 1980.277 
Wittig defines heterosexual relationships as “relation[s] obligatoire entre ‘l’homme’ et ‘la 
femme,’ [obligatory social relationship between ‘man’ and ‘woman’],” dividing humanity into 
two unequal sexes and cloaking this division in “un caractère d’inéluctabilité dans la culture 
                                               
277 For original French versions, see Monique Wittig, “La pensée straight,” Questions féministes, 7 (February 1980): 




comme dans la nature [an air of inevitability in culture and nature alike].”278 The category of sex 
masks its own material construction as biology. The only way to reject the socially-enforced 
category of woman is, according to Wittig, by becoming—politically—a lesbian: “Il serait 
impropre de dire que les lesbiennes vivent, s’associent, font l’amour avec des femmes car la-
femme n’a de sens que dans les systèmes de pensée et les systèmes économiques 
hétérosexuels.”279 Like Marx’s view of the social classes, Wittig’s vision of the social sexes is 
one that seeks to destroy both of the normative sex categories, and lesbians, who are socially and 
economically neither man nor woman, are thus in a privileged position to chip away at the binary 
“straight mind.”  
Though socially-assigned sex plays an important role, Wittig refuses to define sexuality 
primarily in terms of the assigned sex of partners, or to reduce it to a “sexual orientation.” The 
insistence that heterosexuality is an economic and political institution, and not merely an 
inclination towards the “opposite sex,” provoked a schism between radical lesbians and other 
feminists. In the same issue of Questions féministes in which “La pensée straight” first appeared, 
Emmanuelle de Lesseps published an essay taking issue with certain strands of political 
lesbianism (primarily in the United States) for the presumption that heterosexuality is necessarily 
anti-feminist: “[c]e n’est pas l’hétérosexualité qui est un problème, c’est l’oppression. On ne peut 
confondre les deux dans un même concept.”280 In her attempt to critique the condescending 
universalism of some American lesbian feminists, Lesseps defines a heterosexual woman not 
                                               
278 Monique Wittig, “La pensée straight,” in La pensée straight (Paris: Amsterdam, 2013), 62; “The Straight Mind,” 
in The Straight Mind and Other Essays (Boston: Beacon Press, 1992), 27. Unless otherwise noted, all French and 
English quotes are taken from these two editions which are, to my knowledge, the most revised and up-to-date 
editions of these works. Following quotations, French page numbers are followed by English page numbers in 
brackets. 
279 “[…] it would be incorrect to say that lesbians associate, make love, or live with women, for ‘woman’ has 
meaning only in heterosexual systems of thought and heterosexual economic systems. Lesbians are not women.” 
Wittig, “La pensée straight,” 67 [32].  
280 “It is not heterosexuality that is the problem; it is oppression. One cannot confound the two in a single concept.” 




only as one who desires men, but as one who may even recognize relationships with men as “une 
part gratifiante de son vécu [a rewarding part of her existence].”281 While this may seem like an 
encouraging step towards combating biological essentialism (it is after all not specific “male” or 
“female” bodies in and of themselves that are the issue, but rather structural violence), it also 
risks depoliticizing lesbianism by reducing it to a question of natural proclivity rather than 
structural violence.282 Disagreements on that question would lead to Questions féministes ceasing 
publication that very same year (1980). Lesseps’ position was subsequently taken up by other 
materialist feminists (including those, such as Christine Delphy, who are also openly lesbian), 
who began to qualify Wittig as a heterophobic separatist.283 As we saw in Chapter One, the shift 
to a focus on lesbian culture, based on a shared sexual orientation, also contributed to the 
relegation of political lesbianism to the dustbins of history.   
Those debates about the relationship between desire and power colored the continuation 
of the radical lesbian tradition and its relationship to lesbian community and culture in the 1990s. 
The radical lesbian critique of LGBT rights is concisely illustrated in Michèle Causse’s tongue-
in-cheek essay Quelle lesbienne êtes-vous? (Which lesbian are you?, 1996), which humorously 
classifies different types of lesbians one is likely to encounter.284 Causse states that the most 
common type of lesbian in the 1990s is one who sees her sexuality as an orientation and aspires 
to “le droit à l’indifférence [the right to indifference].”285 Her portrait of the radical lesbian or 
lesbica quasi perfecta, on the other hand, rejects that attitude as integrationist: “[…] le 
                                               
281 Lesseps, “Hétérosexualité et féminisme,” 56. 
282 Louise Brossard, “Adrienne Rich et Monique Wittig: un point de départ pour penser l’hétérosexualité et les 
rapports sociaux de sexe,” in Lesbianisme et féminisme: Histoires politiques, ed. Natacha Chetcuti and Claire 
Michard (Paris: L’Harmattan, 2003), 23–32. 
283 Christine Delphy stated that “The Straight Mind” contained “les germes de la position séparatiste [the seeds of 
the separatist position]” in “La passion selon Wittig,” Nouvelles Questions Féministes, no. 11/12 (Winter 1985): 
152.  
284 A vocal radical lesbian, prolific writer, longtime activist, and translator of lesbian and feminist theorists such as 
Ti-Grace Atkinson and Mary Daly, Causse has been curiously absent from nearly all studies of radical lesbianism. 




lesbianisme n’est jamais une pathologie ni une orientation sexuelle ni même la seule source 
d’amour et de bonheur. Il est l’inévitable et bienvenue résultante d’une analyse de 
l’homosocialité et de l’hétérosexualité comme pivot de l’oppression des femmes. Il énonce et 
dénonce la construction sociale de genre.”286 Lesbianism requires not a redirection of desire from 
“men” to “women,” but rather a rejection of the very notion that sex and gender—or indeed love 
and desire—can be conceived of outside of fields of power and their interwoven discursive and 
material effects. 
The above notions would also become central to Judith Butler’s theory of gender 
performativity. Butler defines Gender Trouble as a Foucaultian genealogy of the institution of 
heterosexuality, whose analysis of the sex/gender system is indebted to Wittig’s path-breaking 
assertion that both gender and so-called biological sex are discursively constructed and 
enforced.287 One of Butler’s major contributions was to elaborate upon the processes through 
which sexual difference, said to be the cause of social or biological difference, is in fact the 
materially enacted effect of power hiding its origin.288 Like Wittig’s lesbian, Butler’s queer 
subject is the paradoxical signifier not of those who desire their “same sex” (since there are no 
sexes outside of the heterosexuality that produces them), but rather of those who reject 
heterosexuality as a political system.  
Publishing houses’ neglect of gender studies in an environment of general hostility to the 
so-called importation of “la théorie du genre [gender theory]” meant that Gender Trouble was 
                                               
286 “[…] lesbianism is neither a pathology nor a sexual orientation nor even the only source of love or happiness. It 
is the inevitable and welcome result of an analysis of homosociality and heterosexuality as the central aspect of 
women’s oppression. It pronounces and denounces the social construction of gender.” Causse, Quelle lesbienne, 58.  
287 Wittig’s rejection of socio-biological designations for body parts was made evident during a lecture at Vassar 
College when, once asked if she had a vagina, she infamously answered that she did not. Paul Preciado has 
documented this anecdote, as well as Wittig’s subsequent denial of it, in “Gare à la gouine garou! ou comment se 
faire un corps queer à partir de la pensée straight?,” in Parce que les lesbiennes ne sont pas des femmes...: autour de 
l’œuvre politique, théorique et littéraire de Monique Wittig, ed. Sam [Marie-Hélène] Bourcier and Suzette Robichon 
(Paris: Editions Gaies et lesbiennes, 2002), 179–214. 




not translated into French until 2005, despite academic queer collectives’ calls to translate 
Butler’s early works at least as early as 1997.289 Nevertheless, scholarly presentations on the 
English edition generated interest in Wittig years before that, starting in the mid-1990s. It was in 
large part due to the increasing popularity of queer theory that The Straight Mind was finally 
published in its entirety in French in 2001 and re-edited in 2013 and 2018; her bio in the 2013 
edition notes that her theories have become central to debates about feminist and queer theory 
“notamment à travers le travail de Judith Butler [notably through the work of Judith Butler].”290 
Initially, queer theory and Wittigian lesbian feminism appeared to share a great deal in their 
critiques of gender essentialism and investment in politicizing questions of gender and sexuality. 
It may thus seem surprising, then, that the response of radical lesbian scholars and 
activists to the arrival of queer theory in France closely mirrored their previous critiques of the 
conservative model of sexual orientation. Causse’s Quelle lesbienne êtes-vous? paints a less than 
flattering portrait of queer theory in her caricature of the lesbica post-moderna. The members of 
this new generation—“la dernière en date [the last to date]”—define themselves first and 
foremost as queer, and “[…] n’ont plus la naïveté (sic) politique de vouloir changer le monde 
[are no longer politically naïve enough (sic) to want to change the world],” because “[…] jouir 
est leur priorité [orgasms are their priority].”291 Radical lesbian scholars and queer theorists may 
both position themselves critically vis-à-vis mainstream LGBT politics, but the former do not see 
the latter as allies but rather as “le fruit de la dépolitisation du concept de lesbienne et de la 
                                               
289 Bourcier, ed., Q comme Queer, 95.  
290 Paris: Amsterdam, 2013. Note that Butler’s major gender-related texts were published in a different order in 
French than in English: Gender Trouble (Trouble dans le genre, La Découverte, 2005 [1990]), Undoing Gender 
(Défaire le genre, Éditions Amsterdam, 2006 [2004]), and Bodies that Matter (Ces corps qui comptent, Éditions 
Amsterdam, 2009 [1993]). 
291 Causse, Quelle lesbienne, 68. Note that “(sic)” is in the original text, and is thus intended to show how utterly 




psychologisation intensive des rapports humains.”292 Le queer appears to them woefully 
unequipped to generate structural change because it focuses on the individual pursuit of sexual 
fulfillment. This is a common reading of queer theory among lesbian feminists.293  
Much more virulently, Prominent materialist lesbian feminist Danielle Charest sums it up 
thus: 
Le paraître, la traversée des genres, les symboles ont beau faire, ils butent contre 
le mur du réel qui ramène aux catégories sociales de sexe. C’est sur la base de la 
différenciation entre les hommes et les femmes que s’articulent les genres, et non 
pas l’inverse. Les partisans de la théorie queer ont une fâcheuse tendance à traiter 
la conséquence comme si elle était la cause. Ce n’est pas paraître être du genre 
qu’on n’est pas [sic] qui détruit les différences, la seule solution est de s’attaquer 
à la catégorisation des sexes.294 
 
Charest accuses queer theorists—or rather, appears to be accusing Judith Butler through 
references to gender performance (though, unlike Causse, without ever naming her)—of thinking 
that, by merely altering one’s gender presentation, one can counter the violence of socially-
assigned sex. What queer theorists forget, according to anthropologist Nicole Claude-Mathieu,  
is that a person’s sex persists, despite any “gender identity” to the contrary, in the form of a 
“catégorisation biologique continuant à fonctionner socialement – le sexe social [biological 
categorization continuing to function socially – social sex].”295 Radical lesbians have virulently 
critiqued queer theory by distributing tracts against Judith Butler at the Cineffable lesbian 
                                               
292 “The fruit of the depoliticization of the concept of the lesbian and the intensive psychologization of human 
relationships.” Causse, Quelle lesbienne, 65. 
293 For lesbian critiques of queer theory in a French context, see for example: Louise Turcotte, “La pensée 
matérialiste de Monique Wittig,” in Parce que les lesbiennes ne sont pas des femmes..., 55–65; Louise Turcotte, 
“Féminisme/lesbianisme: la nécessité d’une pensée radicale,” in Lesbianisme et féminisme: Histoires politiques 
(Paris: L’Harmattan, 2003), 33–47; Brigitte Boucheron, “Introduction à une histoire du mouvement lesbien en 
France,” in Invisibilité, Visibilité des Lesbiennes (Paris: Coordination Lesbienne en France, 2007), 37–61. 
294 “Appearances, crossing genders, and symbols are all well and good, but they bump up against the wall of the real 
that brings them back to the social categories of sex. Genders are articulated on the basis of the differentiation 
between men and women, not the other way around. Partisans of queer theory have an unfortunate tendency to treat 
the consequence as if it is the cause. It is not seeming to be a gender that one is not [sic] that destroys differences; 
the only solution is to attack the categorization of the sexes.” Danielle Charest, “Madonna ou les boucles,” in 
Madonna: érotisme et pouvoir, ed. Michel Dion (Paris: Éditions Kimé, 1994), 52.  




feminist film festival in 1997 and 1998, and by intervening at academic conferences (such as 
Columbia University’s conference on Wittig held in Paris in 2001).296 
These public interventions by radical lesbians and feminists generally do very little to 
engage with Judith Butler’s actual analyses (which is unsurprising given that most of them took 
place before her work was translated or even widely acknowledged within the academy), which 
is evident from their highly superficial and gender essentialist analyses. The reader may wonder 
why I am revisiting radical feminist critiques at a time when transgender studies scholars and 
activists have long contested the violence of such discourses, which views biological sex as the 
ultimate basis for social sex in an almost deterministic fashion, and openly embraces trans-
exclusionary radical feminist (TERF) ideology.297 However, I believe such problematic 
interventions merit attention because they are crucial to understanding the reception of Butler’s 
work in France, and raise a number of questions about the exportation of queer theory—or any 
purportedly “non-normative” theory of sexuality—in the context of changing national dynamics 
of sexual citizenship.  
The negative reaction of certain materialist feminists to queer theory must be 
contextualized within the changing French political landscape of the 1980s and early 1990s: gay 
respectability politics in the context of the HIV/AIDS crisis, the demobilization of activists 
following Mitterrand’s legal reforms, the 1989 bicentennial of the French Revolution that sought 
                                               
296 For an account of the interventions at Cineffable, see Sam [Marie-Hélène] Bourcier, Sexpolitiques: Queer zones 
2, 131. For the conference proceedings, which will be cited throughout this chapter, see Sam [Marie-Hélène] 
Bourcier and Suzette Robichon, eds., Parce que les lesbiennes ne sont pas des femmes... (Paris: Editions gaies et 
lesbiennes, 2002). 
297 Sam Bourcier and others have been quick to point out that this form of materialist feminism ultimately lapses into 
an alarming reification of biological sexual difference: “dresser le sexe – social – contre le gender, l’oppression 
matérielle ‘réelle’ contre le démantèlement du système binaire sexe/genre straight, passe donc par une fidélité à la 
différence sexuelle, index biologique de l’oppression qui permet de la limiter aux femmes, mais entraîne une 
singulière restriction de l’horizon politique lesbien [Erecting their sex – social, of course – against gender, ‘real’ 
material oppression against the dismantling of the binary straight sex/gender system, occurs by adhering to sexual 
difference, the biological index of oppression that limits it to women, but leads to quite a restriction of the lesbian 




to discredit communautarisme of all types, the fall of the Berlin Wall and rise of neoliberalism. 
The Marxist-inspired feminist analyses of the 1970s and early 1980s would be demonized in the 
name of “more nuanced” forms of debate in the academy. In France, neither gay and lesbian 
studies nor women’s studies have been institutionalized despite attempts to do so since the 
1990s, whereas seminars at high-profile institutions in Paris welcomed Butler and other members 
of the American academic elite.298 This left the impression that lesbian feminism had been cast 
aside in favor of, as the editorial team of Amazones d’hier, lesbiennes d’aujourd’hui put it, “la 
théorie queer qui a immédiatement bénéficié d’un large courant de sympathie et d’une 
importante reconnaissance sociale.”299 While clearly hyperbolic, this statement reflects the 
legitimate feeling of frustration surrounding the relationship between theory and activism, and 
anxiety about the co-optation of purportedly subversive movements. And, while queer theory has 
undoubtedly been met with much resistance in France (as was made clear in the rightwing media 
frenzy over “la théorie du genre [gender theory]” during the gay marriage debates in the 2010s), 
the opacity of this foreign word has nevertheless made it possible, in Bruno Perreau’s words, to 
“target new market niches while retaining a universalist image, thereby satisfying the capitalist 
requirements of permanent expansion.”300 These debates in lesbian circles thus reflect larger 
anxieties about shifts in the relationship between sexual politics and consumer culture at a 
moment when lifestyle feminism is on the rise. 
                                               
298 Among the earliest and most well-known academic events include Éric Fassin and Michel Feher’s 1996 seminar 
at the École Normale Supérieure, the Zoo collective’s 1997 seminar series at the Centre LGBT, the 1997 symposium 
at the Centre Pompidou organized by Didier Eribon, and the 1997 EHESS seminar on the sociology of 
homosexuality led by Françoise Gaspard and Didier Eribon. See footnotes in this chapter’s introduction for a list of 
early texts and translations. 
299 “Queer theory that immediately benefited from a significant amount of sympathy and notable social recognition.” 
Collectif Amazones d’hier, Lesbiennes d’aujourd’hui, “Pour lesbiennes seulement,” Amazones d’hier, Lesbiennes 
d’aujourd’hui 25 (March 1999): 1–2. 
300 Bruno Perreau, Queer Theory: The French Response (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2016), 77–78, 
93–95. Perreau cites for example marketing use of the word queer on French television in the late 1990s, when the 
hit American series Queer Eye for the Straight Guy was aired on the mainstream television channel TF1 as Queer: 





Bourcier, who has been one of the most vocal proponents of Butler’s theory of gender 
performativity, has nevertheless critiqued Butler in particular for her blindness to the potential 
for queer theory’s instrumentalization in the context of French universalism. If white male post-
structuralist theorists such as Gilles Deleuze, Michel Foucault, and Roland Barthes can remain 
the primary references, then the French philosophical tradition can be protected from threats to 
the status quo, and theorists like Butler can be welcomed at conferences in Paris, as Bourcier 
dryly put it, by “la classe des intellectuels français wannabe, qui s’est approprié la ‘question 
minoritaire’ dans la plus pure tradition politique républicaine.”301 Indeed, this did create an 
upsurge of interest in poststructuralist philosophers, especially Michel Foucault, who would 
come to be “l’une des références majeures [one of the major references]” of the movement.302  
Sam Bourcier has affirmed that in France, scholars and activists must take these factors 
into account by upholding an intentionally unstable “politique de l’identité post-identitaire [post-
identity identity politics]” that is critical of identity while also affirming its strategic importance 
in the context of Republican universalism.303 Though Bourcier is eager to import the theoretical 
tools of queer theory and cultural studies, the third volume of their Queer Zones trilogy 
recognizes the conservative appropriation of Butler’s work and affirms that queer theory can be 
non-normative only insofar as it is contextualized and intersectional.304 Scholars eager to 
integrate the theoretical tools that American queer theory had to offer were not always wary of 
                                               
301 “The class of wannabe French intellectuals, who have appropriated the ‘minority question’ in the purest 
Republican political tradition.” Bourcier, Queer zones, 178. Bourcier is referring to Butler’s 2005 attendance of a 
queer-themed conference at the École Normale Supérieure in Paris, for which the queer grassroots activist group 
Panik Culture staged a direct-action protest (179). 
302 Didier Eribon, “Queer,” ed. Didier Eribon and Arnaud Lerch, Dictionnaire des cultures gays et lesbiennes (Paris: 
Larousse, 2003): 394. 
303 Bourcier, Queer zones, 141. 





the ways in which the movement might be appropriated. Anti-normativity is a contingent 
concept. 
Bourcier situates this issue within a larger critique of post-modernism, whose “excitable 
post-” may ultimately result in the decidedly modern and progress-oriented practice of 
“relinéarisation du post sur un axe temporel [relinearization of the ‘post’ along a temporal 
axis].”305 This would, of course, become an object of enormous debate in the United States as 
well, especially for lesbian studies scholars. Why is it that, at the very moment when the lesbian 
subject has begun to gain a modicum of legitimacy, she must be deconstructed?306 Thus far, I 
have focused the ways in which a loose interpretation of Butler’s work has circulated and been 
discussed with little mention to her texts themselves. In the next section, I will look specifically 
at Butler’s engagement with Wittig in her early texts and argue that her characterization of 
Monique Wittig as a separatist does indeed perpetuate a problematic progress narrative—




Wittig the communautariste 
Butler’s complex and multi-faceted theory of gender performativity re-imagines the 
subject of feminism in part by revisiting Wittigian lesbianism and its relationship to identity and 
                                               
305 Bourcier, “Excitables post-,” Contemporary French and Francophone Studies 12, no. 1 (2008): 107, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/17409290701793075. 
306 For concerns about queer theory causing the disappearance of lesbian studies in the US academy, see for 
example: Judith Roof, “Lesbians and Lyotard: Legitimation and the Politics of the Name,” in The Lesbian 
Postmodern, ed. Laura Doan (New York: Columbia University Press, 1994), 47–66; Sheila Jeffreys, “The Queer 
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community. She put lesbian feminism at the heart of her project, generating greater interest in 
Wittig’s work and also influencing its reception and re-interpretation. Like Delorme, Butler 
views Wittig as a theoretical paradigm shift vis-à-vis the relationship between sex and sexuality, 
yet ultimately criticizes Wittig for her equation of lesbianism with feminism: 
In response to Beauvoir’s notion “one is not born a woman, but, rather, becomes 
one,” Wittig claims that instead of becoming a woman, one (anyone?) can become 
a lesbian. By refusing the category of women, Wittig’s lesbian-feminism appears 
to cut off any kind of solidarity with heterosexual women and implicitly to 
assume that lesbianism is the logically or politically necessary consequence of 
feminism. This kind of separatist prescriptivism is surely no longer viable.307 
In this passage, Butler reads Wittig as a separatist, and from that characterization concludes that 
her theoretical and literary contributions, while important in the study of feminism, are no longer 
legitimate as political texts. In this section, I will resist this reductive and widespread308 reading, 
and I will furthermore suggest that such theoretical critiques of Wittig speak to larger ideological 
and political issues concerning her work. Butler’s reading of Wittig as a separatist in Gender 
Trouble, which influential French queer theorists began engaging with in the late 1990s, would 
unwittingly contribute to the trend (already well underway) of discrediting lesbian feminism.   
In the above passage, Butler sees an inherent tie between lesbianism and feminism as 
problematic. In a move that recalls Emmanuèle de Lesseps’ concern that lesbians might detach 
themselves from the concerns of heterosexual women, Butler questions whether coalitional 
politics are possible for Wittig’s lesbians. The fleeting parenthetical “anyone?” suggests the 
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potential elasticity of the term “lesbian” though; what would it mean for any subject who rejects 
heterosexuality to adopt the terminology of “lesbian”? Might that term, much like “queer,” be a 
flexible signifier of anti-normativity rather than a gender essentialist category? No sooner does 
Butler raise these issues than she closes down that parenthetical ambiguity, suggesting that 
Wittig’s model does not, in fact, avoid the normative duality of sexual difference to which she 
lays claim. She interprets Wittigian lesbianism as akin to sexual orientation (women who 
sexually and romantically prefer women), rather than defining it as resistance to the sex/gender 
system (“women” who refuse that very designation by challenging the heterosexual institutions 
that produce it).  
 At the heart of this critique of Wittig lies the implication that her vision of lesbian 
subjectivity is unfit for a post-Foucaultian era in which it has been widely recognized that power 
discursively shapes lives and bodies. Just because one proclaims oneself a lesbian, says Butler, 
one’s life does not simply cease to be disciplined by the structures of heterosexuality: “This 
utopian notion of a sexuality freed from heterosexual constructs, a sexuality beyond ‘sex,’ failed 
to acknowledge the ways in which power relations continue to construct sexuality for women 
even within the terms of a ‘liberated’ heterosexuality of lesbianism.’”309 In what is now a widely 
recognized critique of mainstream LGBT respectability politics, Butler questions whether same-
sex sexuality can escape the subtle chokehold of the normative structures that still condition it. 
Yet in this context, what is surprising is that the seemingly oxymoronic phrase “heterosexuality 
of lesbianism” bizarrely refers not to a more recent lesbian politics of recognition, but to 
Wittigian radical lesbianism specifically. This conflates her vision of lesbianism as resistance to 
sex categories with the sexual orientation model, which takes those categories as a necessary 
precondition for sexual subjectivity. If Wittigian lesbianism is defined in opposition to 
                                               




heterosexuality, then her entire project—like Butler’s—rests upon the elimination of a structural 
heterosexuality that is socially enforced, and whose language produces sexed reality. Why does 
Butler, who is so invested in queer possibility, hastily cordon off Wittig’s prescient vision as a 
“utopian notion”?  
Butler’s critique of identity politics is rooted in her concern that any identity may become 
a normative injunction, and she wonders in regard to Wittig, “what criteria would be used to 
decide the question of sexual ‘identity.’”310 In a liberal move that erases histories of structural 
oppression, she wonders whether political lesbianism can ultimately become just as normative as 
heterosexuality currently is: “If to become a lesbian is an act, a leave-taking of heterosexuality, a 
self-naming that contests the compulsory meanings of heterosexuality’s women and men, what is 
to keep the name of lesbian from becoming an equally compulsory category?”311 Butler’s 
adjectival intertext equates Wittig’s heterosexuality with Adrienne Rich’s better-known and 
more palatable theory of “compulsory” heterosexuality, which differentiates between political 
domination and sexual orientation in order to reassure those whose intimate lives are entwined 
with the “opposite” sex.312 As Louise Turcotte makes clear in her foreword to The Straight Mind, 
“compulsory heterosexuality” would be redundant for Wittig, because the end of the category of 
sex is the only thing that would allow for desire to exist freely between the “opposite sexes”—
which, as the cornerstone of the straight mind, would no longer exist!313 According to Butler, 
queer coalitional promise entails an investigation into how stable identities crystallize through 
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the exclusion of abject others,314 and yet she seems hesitant to follow through on her own 
promise when she unexpectedly brandishes the specter (every heterosexual’s nightmare!) of a 
lesbian feminist future. 
Of course, Butler’s un-(anti?-)Wittigian fear of compulsory lesbianism is also due to the 
difficulty of imagining Wittig’s dialectical destruction of the classes of the sexes, and 
transforming it into a positive project. Butler’s above question is followed by her concern that 
“lesbian” might become a troublingly unstable signifier: “What qualifies as a lesbian? Does 
anyone know? If a lesbian refutes the radical disjunction between heterosexual and homosexual 
economies that Wittig promotes, is that lesbian no longer a lesbian?”315 How can one begin to 
destroy the categories of the sexes when the system of heterosexuality has so deeply entrenched 
them? Would, according to Wittig, a “lesbian” defined only by her attraction to women still 
count as a lesbian? Could one imagine a “lesbian” project that is not based upon gender 
essentialism to begin with, that does not de facto correspond to sex-based lesbian separatism 
with all its attendant exclusions? 
Wittig herself of course struggled to imagine how life might be structured were it not 
conditioned by the straight mind. Many have read her experimental novel, Les Guérillères 
(1969), as an exploration of what a lesbian future might look like; is this a utopia for those who 
were historically oppressed by heterosexuality, a world in which gender has been universally 
redefined for all subjects, or something else entirely? Les Guérillères looks to a future enabled 
by the hard-won battles of a group of revolutionary “guérillères [female guerilla fighters]” 
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referred to only by the third person plural “elles.”316 Given this pronoun, and the fact that those 
whom they so vehemently oppose are collectively referred to as “ils,” many have qualified it—
deprecatingly or appreciatively—as “lesbian-separatist.” Yet rather than representing a fixed 
group of the world’s women who embrace that category, “elles” calls attention to how the sexes 
are discursively constructed and resisted through language. While it would be wrong to ignore 
the multiplicity of potentially problematic ways in which Wittig lapses into references to vulvas, 
breasts, and other biologized cultural markers used to enforce the sex/gender system,317 it is also 
impossible to ignore her many moments of resistance to the mapping of sex onto the corporeal. 
The revolutionaries aim to “cesser d’exalter les vulves [stop exalting the vulva],” and the 
“féminaires [feminaries]” in which their previous histories are written now seem “démodés 
[outdated]” to most.318 Furthermore, the pronoun “elles” ultimately includes the “men” who 
finally choose to fight alongside them towards the novel’s close.319 “Ils” and “elles” thus at times 
appear to lapse into biological distinctions, and yet emerge as political ones: “ils” adhere to the 
regime of heterosexuality, while “elles” combat it.320  
Les Guérillères can thus be interpreted as exploring the tense and challenging 
intermediate step between a heterosexual past and an imagined un-sexed future, a dialectical 
moment in the fight to resist heterosexuality as a framework for comprehending reality. The 
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revolution may at times seem a battle of the sexes, but it must ultimately become a battle against 
the category of sex if it is to constitute a genuine revolution. Fantasy like this, as Butler puts it, 
“establishes the possible in excess of the real; it points elsewhere, and when it is embodied, it 
brings the elsewhere home.”321 Yet it is precisely the difficulty of this “bringing elsewhere 
home,” of imagining a different future, that provokes Butler’s skepticism regarding Wittigian 
lesbianism. If Les Guérillères is a work of fantasy about a later moment in the dialectic, then 
how can we think of getting the utopia started in the here and now without imagining a 
separation or a reversal? 
However difficult it may be to imagine the kind of community in which sex/gender 
would no longer function as operative distinctions, Wittig did nevertheless provide some 
concrete answers to how change might be enacted materially in our lifetimes. She states the need 
for new forms of sociality that would eliminate the marriage contract, the means by which men 
“s’approprient pour eux-mêmes la reproduction et la production des femmes ainsi que leurs 
personnes physiques.”322 Beyond combating the heterosexual institution of marriage, Wittig is 
quite clear that her desired future is not the sort of “reverse oppression” that concerns Butler: 
Mais le matriarcat n’est pas moins hétérosexuel que le patriarcat. Tous deux 
divisent le monde en deux sexes, tous deux sont incapables de concevoir les 
femmes en dehors du rôle des mères : dans le ‘patriarcat’ c’est un rôle considéré 
comme négatif et comme positif dans le ‘matriarcat,’ mais tout aussi forcé dans 
l’un que dans l’autre.323 
Wittigian lesbianism does not aim to put “women” in power, but to think through a future where 
kinship and attachments could be expressed without being spoken through the language of 
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heterosexuality. It turns out that Wittig is perhaps even more concerned than Butler about these 
“heterosexual lesbians”—those women who perpetuate the structures of heterosexuality by 
continuing to define themselves using the categories through which its power operates. 
Wittig addresses the category of sex as it operates in the present while also looking 
towards a future without it. If the lesbian society depicted in Les Guérillères represents a 
dialectical moment between our present and her imagined future, then it is of course unsurprising 
that queer theorists like Butler find her project complex and contradictory, given that it expresses 
conceptual possibilities that are difficult to imagine. As Teresa De Lauretis has put it, Wittig’s 
lesbian society “[…] did not refer to some collectivity of gay women but was the term for a 
conceptual and experiential space carved out of the social field, a space of contradictions in the 
here and now that need be affirmed and not resolved.”324 While it is impossible, and perhaps 
unproductive, for Butler to have resolved Wittig’s contradictions, it is perplexing that she refuses 
to affirm the possibilities that those contradictions might open up, instead dismissing her as a 
separatist whose tactics are “no longer viable.”  
Even the most sympathetic queer theorists in France have, like Butler—because of 
Butler?—classified her among utopian liberationists of an inspiring yet naïve bygone era. Paul 
Preciado, for instance, characterizes the Wittigian lesbian as “[…] celle qui, presque 
miraculeusement, a ‘brisé le contrat hétérosexuel’ en se plaçant elle-même dans un dehors 
politique.”325 Bourcier also suggests that Wittig’s analysis of power is outmoded, specifically in 
regard to imagining political action: 
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En ce qui concerne les solutions séparatistes ou utopiques, elles sortent du champ 
du pouvoir productif à partir du moment où elles s’articulent sur une conception 
du pouvoir différente. Celles-ci mettent généralement l’accent sur l’oppression 
plutôt que sur la résistance et aboutissent à des solutions de type abolitionniste. 
C’est le cas pour certains courants du lesbianisme radical inspiré de la critique 
marxiste de l’hétérosexualité formulée par Monique Wittig et qui se donnent pour 
objectif l’éradication d’un système oppressif (le patriarcat ou l’hétérosexualité) 
qu’il est opportun de combattre de l’extérieur (positionnement séparatiste). Voilà 
qui présuppose que l’on ait intérêt à se situer en dehors du régime hétérosexuel 
pour agir politiquement et que cela soit possible.326 
To conceive of power in terms of “oppression” would be too simplistic within present 
disciplinary apparatuses. Bourcier contrasts that with the queer approach that recognizes that “les 
instruments que l’on a à sa disposition pour contrer le régime hétérosexuel viennent de 
l’hétérosexualité.”327 Radical lesbianism lacks the autocritique apparently inherent in queer 
theory, which subverts heterosexuality by tactically reconfiguring its tools.   
 To believe that action requires a politics untouched by society and history is of course 
untenable; but to impute that position to Wittig is equally problematic. As a materialist, Wittig 
was invested in showing women that they could take concrete steps towards imagining a future 
without heterosexuality. Louise Turcotte has remained skeptical of queer theory’s lack of 
material analysis, stating that Wittig’s focus on language is ultimately in the service of showing 
that heterosexuality is “avant tout un système de domination économique et politique [first and 
foremost a system of political and economic domination].”328 In the original French version of 
“The Straight Mind,” Wittig adds a post-scriptum (after stating that lesbians are not women) that 
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defines the category of woman in economic terms: “P.S. N’est pas davantage une femme, 
d’ailleurs, toute femme qui n’est pas dans la dépendance personnelle d’un homme.”329 This line, 
which is curiously omitted from the 1992 English edition as well as the updated French edition, 
counteracts accusations of utopianism by showing women what they can (at least attempt) to do 
here and now.330 
Lest readers think that she naïvely sees financial autonomy as putting an end to the 
structural issue of heterosexuality, Wittig is also clear that lesbians escape the social contract of 
heterosexuality only “en partie [in part]” through their resistance to appropriation in the private 
sphere through marriage.331 Wittig was not laying claims to a discursive purity or an “outside” of 
fields of power as the basis for political action; rather, she was urging concrete material actions 
as the beginning of her dialectic, whose ultimate possibilities—like those of queer theory 
contesting established categories—cannot yet be imagined. As De Lauretis has put it, “The 
paradox is this: Wittig, who had first proposed the disappearance of women, was herself cast in 
the essentialist, passé, or humanist camp.”332  
David Halperin, whose Saint Foucault was translated as early as 2000, would exercise a 
strong influence on theorists such as Bourcier, who ultimately describe his interpretation of 
Foucaultian resistance as the one most appropriate to our queer times: “refuser de s’impliquer 
dans les termes posés par une forme d’autorité ou un régime disciplinaire et chercher plutôt à 
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trouver la position stratégique qui permet d’en exhiber les mécanismes.”333 Halperin’s ironic 
canonization of Foucault as the father of queer theory ultimately reconciles his critiques of 
identity with “gay and lesbian” resistance.334 The lesbian half of that resistance, however, is 
almost nowhere to be found in Halperin’s work335—in part because, as countless feminist critics 
have shown, Foucault problematically universalizes a male subject.336 (Indeed, Foucault’s gender 
essentialism has garnered far less attention than Wittig’s.337) If, as Halperin argues, certain forms 
of gay identity and intimacy may help to expose and challenge the chokehold of heterosexuality, 
then shouldn’t the unstable category of the political “lesbian” also be considered another possible 
strategic position for subverting the straight mind? No one seems quite so eager to canonize 
Saint Wittig—ironically or not.  
In what follows, I counteract this problematic dismissal of Wittig’s conception of 
heterosexuality, which can be used to tease out the ambiguities in Foucault’s views on the 
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relationship between sex and sexuality. This will nuance some of the blanket ways in which the 
productive power that he describes in HS has been applied by queer theorists critiquing LGBT 
identity politics, which has contributed to the problematic tendency to universalize forms of non-





As we saw in Chapter One, lesbians seem to occupy a different position vis-à-vis the 
Foucaultian “incitement to discourse” than do gay men. Amongst queer theorists who apply that 
concept more universally, the prevailing interpretation goes something like this: since the late 
eighteenth century, abnormal behavior has been incited, produced, and treated by medical 
professionals such that it has crystallized physical acts into sexual identities. Those identities are 
then adopted by those whom they pathologize, and those terms then become the basis of their 
political claims during the so-called “sexual revolutions.” This sex talk reproduces and 
reconfigures those medical categories, continually exercising power over those subjects by 
conditioning their forms of self-knowledge. As Terry Castle has remarked, this endless 
proliferation of discourses around sex seem to reserve far less space for some subjects than 
others. 
The production and pathologizing of “nouveaux personnages [new personages]” 
produces and molds populations who are out of line with the dictates of reproduction and state 
population control: “la femme nerveuse, l’épouse frigide, la mère indifférente ou assiégée 
d’obsessions meurtrières, le mari impuissant, sadique, pervers, la fille hystérique ou 




néglige sa femme.”338 This wife-neglecting “homosexual” is clearly gendered male, seeming to 
lend credence to Castle’s contention that, while the male homosexual has been written into the 
law, lesbianism has been written out of it, “the fear being that any act of proscription would 
simply call more attention to it.”339 Rather than being incited as a positive identity, or as a group 
with a reverse discourse that they can harness, Castle contends that this figure is repressed such 
that her presence becomes unthinkable even when it is obvious: “Why is it so difficult to see the 
lesbian—even when she is there, quite plainly, in front of us?”340 
In a 1982 interview, Foucault also speculated that lesbian identity has a different 
relationship to power, such that she has become less visible though no less present. Lesbianism, 
he says, has been able to flourish amidst the female homosociality that society afforded to many 
women: “I should say, also, that in the lesbian movement, the fact that women have been, for 
centuries and centuries, isolated in society, frustrated, despised in many ways, and so on, has 
given them the real possibility of constituting a society, of creating a kind of social relation 
between themselves, outside the social world that was dominated by males.”341 Lesbianism, 
Foucault suggests, has paradoxically resulted from women’s economic dependence, and has been 
able to thrive in plain sight precisely because of this silence. The proliferation of certain types of 
relationships among women may allow for certain forms of female homosexuality to flourish, 
but the constraints placed upon them in the above citation clearly allow for only certain forms of 
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affective practices and arrangements to take shape—all of which appear to involve the 
constraints of being married to a man.  
On the heels of Gender Trouble, Judith Butler showed greater skepticism of Foucault’s 
vision of power. In her essay “Imitation and Gender Subordination,” she suggests that productive 
power does not fully account for lesbian identity. This is because lesbian oppression operates, 
unlike the oppression of gay men, by rendering her a discursive impossibility: “To be prohibited 
explicitly is to occupy a discursive site from which something like a reverse-discourse can be 
articulated; to be implicitly proscribed is not even to qualify as an object of prohibition.”342 In 
Butler’s language, one could perhaps say that she is incited, but as a lack, as a socially-assigned 
woman who refuses her social role, as a woman who is not a woman. In short, Foucault places 
too much emphasis on the productive aspect of power, and does not adequately address the 
influence of patriarchal structures on the repression of forms of women’s sexuality that threaten 
the stability of the family. By briefly looking at the history of the medicalization of lesbian 
identity, we can begin to tease out how those mechanisms work in conjunction with one another.  
In contrast to early formulations of male homosexuality, which frequently focused on 
decriminalizing laws forbidding “sodomy” or “vice,” 19th-century discourses on female 
homosexuality were more concerned with “the ‘natural’ order of gender hierarchy and the health 
of the mothers of a nation.”343 In Foucault’s work, as in the 19th-century medical literature to 
which he is responding, lesbian identity underwrites a number of the figures that mark the new 
disciplinary medical apparatus: the hysterical woman, the frigid wife, the indifferent or 
murderous mother. In these examples, it is clear that what is pathologized first and foremost is a 
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hatred of heterosexuality as an institution, and rebellion against it through the body’s refusal—
whether conscious or unconscious—to normative familial and reproductive demands.  
Hysteria, for instance, has been treated as “une maladie caméléon [a catch-all disease],” 
which could be used to manipulate and contain desires that did not fit into the traditional family 
order.344 Jean-Martin Charcot, the neurologist who most extensively studied hysteria at the 
Salpêtrière Hospital in Paris in the 1870s, noted in a case study of his most infamous patient, 
Augustine, that she had visions of revolution, terror, rape, and “hatred of men.”345 In Austro-
German physician and psychiatrist Richard von Krafft-Ebing’s Psychopathia sexualis (1886), 
“homo-sexual feeling” in females is associated with an “abhorrence of men, by reason of 
physical or moral defects” which “may direct into perverse channels an instinct that makes itself 
felt with abnormal intensity.”346 Krafft-Ebing sees in the “hysterical insanity” of a certain Ilma 
S., age 29, the cause of her homosexual behavior, and suggests treating the former to eliminate 
the latter.347 Cured of her man-hating, Ilma goes back to her family. Female homosexuality is 
diagnosed as the result of hysterical resistance to authority; refusal of patriarchal institutions and 
practices is a sickness to be cured and contained.348  
This interpretation was taken up and reconfigured in the twentieth century by Freudian 
psychoanalysis, which Foucault critiqued for its “injonction séculaire d’avoir à connaître le sexe 
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et à le mettre en discours [secular injunction to study sex and transform it into discourse].”349 
Motivated by the fact that, though it is “no less common” than male homosexuality, female 
homosexuality is “ignored by the law” and “neglected by psychoanalysis,” Sigmund Freud 
turned most explicitly350 to the question of female homosexuality in his “Psychogenesis of a 
Case of Homosexuality in a Woman” (1920).351 When parents bring a young woman to him 
because she openly frequents an older society lady, Freud notes that she is tactical, unapologetic 
and determined to continue her relationship with that woman even after getting married.352 But if 
Freud is eager to make sex talk, as Foucault contends, he is even more eager to keep any 
potential subversion contained. He remarks behind her apparent docility “her attitude of defiance 
and revenge against her father which held her fast to her homosexuality,” and ultimately gives up 
on her case because her “sweeping repudiation” and “bitterness” against men would make it 
impossible for him to help her.353 While she may be able to discreetly live out her desire for 
women by doing so within the confines of marriage, she may not do so through open defiance of 
established family structures. In other words, female homosexuality can be spoken of insofar as 
it comprises desire for women (the medical model), but must be silenced if contesting the 
straight mind (the Wittigian feminist model).  
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Lilian Faderman’s pioneering study of desire between women, Surpassing the Love of 
Men, links the medicalization of lesbian identity to the desire to contain any rebellion against 
established family structures. She argues that the emerging field of sexology in the early 
twentieth century progressively characterized female homosexuality as an “instinct” that is “all 
but uncontrollable, and invariably permanently intertwined with love”—a discourse that, she 
affirms, contained the much more troubling and subversive idea that one could choose to rebel 
against heterosexuality.354 Lesbianism can perhaps be invited into the social as a set of contained 
relations imitating or operating with the structures of heterosexuality, but certainly not as a 
political identity that questions them. Critiques of “sex-positive” discourse would hardly seem to 
apply in the same way to political lesbians who also identify sex as a ruse of power.  
 The sparing comments that Foucault himself made regarding radical lesbianism suggest 
that he recognized their view of sexuality as resisting rather than reinforcing gender essentialism. 
In one interview, he is asked whether he thinks that there are discernible reasons for American 
radical feminists insisting upon the specificity of lesbian experience, and is asked to respond to 
the apparent trend of lesbian monogamy versus gay men’s purported promiscuity. Foucault 
responds by—as brackets in the original text indicate—laughing, and then suggesting that these 
phenomena, if they can be said to exist at all, could only be explained by different histories of 
oppression:    
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What I will say is that the distinction offered doesn’t seem to be convincing, in 
terms of what I observe in the behavior of lesbian women. Beyond this, one 
would have to speak about the different pressures experienced by men and women 
who are coming out or are trying to make a life for themselves as homosexuals. I 
don’t think that radical feminists in other countries are likely to see these 
questions quite in the way you ascribe to such women in American intellectual 
circles.355 
Foucault refuses the culturalist and biological explanations of any behavior specific to the 
category of woman, and he suggests that radical feminists would be unlikely to cleave to this 
model of observable sexual difference. In Gender Trouble, Butler generously reads Foucault’s 
burst of laughter as a way of resisting the terms of the question and refusing to impute the 
reinforcement of sexual difference to the very radical feminists who would be most likely to 
oppose it.356  
If Foucault can be said to dismiss “progressive” politics based on social liberation of 
libidinal economies, he saw in feminist movements a promising shift away from the discursive 
and material construction of sex and sexuality as an essential truth. In the following interview 
excerpt, Foucault comments most explicitly and extensively on the difference between certain 
sexual liberation and feminist movements: 
The real strength of the women’s liberation movement is not that of having laid 
claim to the specificity of their sexuality and the rights pertaining to it, but that 
they have actually departed from the discourse conducted within the apparatuses 
of sexuality. These movements do indeed emerge in the nineteenth century as 
demands for sexual specificity. What has their outcome been? Ultimately, a 
veritable movement of de-sexualization, a displacement effected in relation to the 
sexual centering of the problem, formulating the demand for forms of culture, 
discourse, language, and so on, which are no longer part of that rigid assignation 
and pinning-down to their sex which they had initially in some sense been 
politically obliged to accept in order to make themselves heard […] The 
homosexual liberation movements remain very much caught at the level of 
demands for the right to their sexuality, the dimension of the sexological. […] 
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Women on the other hand are able to have much wider economic, political and 
other kinds of objectives than homosexuals.357  
In this comment, which foreshadows Butler’s critique of the subject of feminism two decades 
later, Foucault notes that what began as a movement rooted in the notion of a shared sex 
ultimately shifted to question the notion of sex altogether and to refuse to see in it the path to 
liberation. Some strands of materialist feminism hold a promise that Foucault thinks no 
“homosexual liberation movement” does: freedom from sex, rather than through it.  
The “desexualization” that interests Foucault entails resistance, not only to the 
mechanisms of sexual identity, which is what most queer theorists ultimately focus on in his 
History of Sexuality, but also to the sexual difference upon which it depends. These two 
meanings are of course tied together in the term “sexe [sex],” which, especially in the original 
French, binds together the sexual act, the so-called sexual organs, and the Western binary of 
sexual difference. This is no mere ambiguity for Foucault, who states that there can be no 
autonomous sexual act or interpretation of bodies outside of the framework of sexuality: “Il ne 
faut pas imaginer une instance autonome du sexe qui produirait secondairement les effets 
multiples de la sexualité […] Le sexe est au contraire l’élément le plus spéculatif, le plus idéal, le 
plus intérieur aussi dans un dispositif de sexualité que le pouvoir organise dans ses prises sur les 
corps.”358 Sex is said to be the expression of natural instincts that are in fact shaped by sexuality 
in order to justify the incitement to sexual discourse, which shapes bodies along with “leur 
matérialité, leurs forces, leurs énergies, leurs sensations, leurs plaisirs [their materiality, forces, 
energies, sensations, and pleasures].”359 
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Foucault’s assertion that sexuality produces “sex”—always used in the singular—seems 
strikingly similar to Wittig’s argument that heterosexuality produces the sexes. The translational 
ambiguity of the term “sexe [sex]” has far-reaching consequences concerning similarities 
between Foucault’s and Wittig’s conceptions of resistance. If sexuality is “l’ensemble des effets 
produits dans les corps, les comportements, les rapports sociaux par un certain dispositif relevant 
d’une technologie politique complexe,”360 then the materiality of bodies and their interactions 
would mean something else entirely were this technology of sex to be resisted. Foucault 
concludes History of Sexuality Vol. 1 by urging a shift away from “sex-positive” discourses: 
Donc, ne pas référer à l’instance du sexe une histoire de la sexualité; mais montrer 
comment “le sexe” est sous la dépendance historique de la sexualité. Ne pas 
placer le sexe du côté du réel, et la sexualité du côté des idées confuses et des 
illusions; la sexualité est une figure historique très réelle, et c’est elle qui a suscité 
comme élément spéculatif, nécessaire à son fonctionnement, la notion du sexe. Ne 
pas croire qu’en disant oui au sexe, on dit non au pouvoir; on suit au contraire le 
fil du dispositif général de sexualité.361 
One must thus say no to sex as a way of understanding acts and bodies, and refuse sex as the 
truth through which materiality and subjectivity become intelligible. If one accepts that by “le 
sexe,” Foucault is also referring to the sexual difference that acts come to inscribe upon bodies, 
then these concluding remarks may complement Wittig’s view that “ces discours nous nient 
toute possibilité de créer nos propres catégories, ils nous empêchent de parler sinon dans leurs 
termes […]”362 Indeed, if one replaces in the above passage “le sexe [sex]” in the singular with 
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“les sexes [the sexes]” in the plural, and “sexualité [sexuality]” with “hétérosexualité 
[heterosexuality],” then it yields the following (with replacements in italics): 
Donc, ne pas référer à l’instance des sexes une histoire de l’hétérosexualité; mais 
montrer comment ‘les sexes’ [sont] sous la dépendance historique de 
l’hétérosexualité. Ne pas placer les sexes du côté du réel, et l’hétérosexualité du 
côté des idées confuses et des illusions; l’hétérosexualité est une figure historique 
très réelle, et c’est elle qui a suscité comme élément spéculatif, nécessaire à son 
fonctionnement, la notion des sexes. Ne pas croire qu’en disant oui aux sexes, on 
dit non au pouvoir; on suit au contraire le fil du dispositif général de 
l’hétérosexualité.363 
Some Foucaultian feminist theorists tend to read this passage as if he were indeed taking Wittig 
to her logical conclusion, as does Butler when she states: “Although Foucault does not quite 
claim it, the science of reproduction produces intelligible ‘sex’ by imposing a compulsory 
heterosexuality on the description of bodies.”364 No, he does not quite claim it—but Wittig does. 
What exactly is it, then, that makes some queer theorists so eager to attribute to 
Foucault’s theory of sexuality that which might otherwise also be attributed to Wittig’s theory of 
heterosexuality? Teresa De Lauretis suggests that the issue may lie in the hesitance to name 
oppression: “Wittig is recovering the sense of the oppressiveness of power as it is imbricated in 
institutionally controlled knowledges, a sense which has somehow been lost in placing the 
emphasis on the Foucaultian view of power as productive, and hence as positive.”365 This 
simplistic reading of productive power leads to a flattening of Foucault’s vision when considered 
holistically. Lynn Huffer has persuasively argued that queer theorists’ focus on the first volume 
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of The History of Sexuality has led to a caricatural oversimplification of Foucault’s more 
complex analysis of power and morality in The History of Madness, in which a “productive 
conception of sexual subjectivity coexists, in an uneasy tension, with a conception of sexual 
subjectivity as politically repressed.”366 Similarly, Eve Sedgwick has expressed concern about 
the scholarly tendency to use the repressive hypothesis in a limited fashion, as a measure of what 
may or may not be “subversive,” rather than looking in more detail and nuance at the myriad 
mechanisms through which power functions and may be resisted.367 The processes of production 
and repression go hand in hand, function in ways that are not always easily predictable, and are 
inextricably bound up in issues of State population control and security.368 
LGBT and queer studies scholars alike often adopt the assumption that all “reverse 
discourses” are created equally problematic, rather than thinking through how different ones are 
differently impacted by repressive and productive power. I argue that they may not operate in the 
same way for those whose sexualities are articulated through the apparatus of sexual difference, 
as they do for those who, like Wittig, resist the apparatus of sexual difference as a grid of 
intelligibility. Jana Sawicki supports this view in emphasizing that Foucault’s critiques cannot be 
blindly applied to all identities linking sexuality with politics, since his theory most aptly 
describes those that operate “by categorizing individuals and attaching them to their identities, a 
form of power that locates the truth of the individual in his or her sexuality.”369 If identities are 
defined not by sexual difference of object choice, but rather by resistance to institutional power, 
then one is not incited to discourse and invited to become a legitimate social and political 
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interlocutor in the same way. To consider Wittig alongside Foucault is to consider power as 
resulting from a constant tension between the production of certain forms of identity politics, on 
the one hand, and, on the other hand, the repression of politics that resist the very framework of 
sexuality in favor of new forms of sociality.  
It is clearly Wittig’s apparent “prescriptivism” that seems so unacceptable to even those 
she has influenced most. Yet Foucault himself suggests that we must cease to evaluate discourses 
on sex according to normative or universal criteria; rather, “[…] il faut les interroger aux deux 
niveaux de leur productivité tactique (quels effets réciproques de pouvoir et de savoir ils 
assurent) et de leur intégration stratégique (quelle conjonction et quel rapport de force rend leur 
utilisation nécessaire en tel ou en tel épisode des affrontements divers qui se produisent).”370 
This does not mean that any and every formulation of identity relating to sexuality should be cast 
aside as false consciousness, but that they must be considered tactically and strategically with 
regard to the configurations of power and knowledge within which they function.  
If at this historical moment queer theory is gaining success in France compared to its 
seemingly fossilized predecessors such as radical lesbianism, then surely it must be re-evaluated 
in this context. Just as Foucault states that resistance is part of power, De Lauretis states that it is 
to the present that we must look for local resistance practices, not to some idealized “elsewhere”: 
“For that ‘elsewhere’ is not some mythic distant past or some utopian future history: it is the 
elsewhere of discourse here and now, the blind spots, or the space-off, of its representations.”371 
That “elsewhere” is, rather, what our representations of sex, gender, and sexuality “leave out or, 
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more pointedly, make unrepresentable.”372 Looking at how power shapes subjectivity and 
representation in the present, and operates differently for different subjects, is a crucial aspect of 
understanding and resisting the embrace of invitations into sexual citizenship. 
The linear model used to characterize the “shift” from radical lesbian to queer theory, and 
the sometimes hasty dismissal of Wittigian lesbianism in favor of anti-identitarian Foucault, is 
itself one of these mechanisms of power. Queer theory—and never political lesbianism—is 
judged to be the most subversive framework not only in some contexts, but in all contexts. By 
adhering to that model, queer theorists remain complicit with the very structures they seek to 
resist. Diane Griffin Crowder has noted that, though Wittig foreshadowed much of Butler’s 
thought, “like most prophets, Wittig has often been ignored in her own ‘country,’ in this case not 
France but queer theory.”373 To entitle this chapter “Saint Wittig,” then, is to assert that her 
thought is complex, contradictory, and imbued with a theoretical complexity that cannot merely 
be written off as essentialism or naïve separatism. Indeed, at a time when queer theory 
sometimes risks being aligned with Republican universalism, this materialist critique of 
heterosexuality should not be ignored. We need to move beyond an evolutionary approach to 
studying so-called “revolutionary” sexuality, and to reconsider some of our foundational 
assumptions about which forms of subjectivity are considered legitimate (and for whom). 
But to evoke Saint Wittig is of course also, as with Saint Foucault, to maintain the same 
tongue-in-cheek relationship to an influential and yet problematic figure. If so far this chapter 
has in many ways been a defense of Wittig, that is only because of the specific theoretical and 
historical circumstances suggesting that queer critiques of identity are necessarily more 
sophisticated than lesbian ones in a French context. Affirming her place as an important theorist 
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of lesbianism should not come at the cost of sidestepping the more problematic aspects of her 
work, which are central to an understanding of the kinds of futures her work might invite or 
foreclose. To that end, in the remainder of this chapter, I will shift focus to look at those futures 
as they are represented primarily in literature, but also described theoretically and charted in 
forms of protest. 
In what follows, I identify two mechanisms that consolidate whiteness within these 
different identities: first, the depiction of political lesbianism as outmoded in relation to queer 
modes of resistance, which is symptomatic of a tendency to dismiss any identity perceived as 
binary; and second, each movement’s tendency to appropriate racialized figures in their shared 
self-image or representations of resistance, in such a way that occults the actual historical 







Feminism, marronnage, and motherhood 
Nous sommes transfuges à notre classe de la même façon que les esclaves “marron” américains l’étaient en 
échappant à l’esclavage et en devenant des hommes et des femmes libres. 
— Monique Wittig, 1980374 
 
At the Columbia University conference on Wittig in Paris in 2001, Paul Preciado stated  
that the radical lesbian focus on the homo/hetero binary “éclipse d’autres formes de domination 
politique comme la classe [et] la race [obscures other forms of political domination, such as race 
and class].”375 His critique of her single-issue lesbian feminism stems primarily from Wittig’s 
frequent comparison between women and runaway slaves in the Antebellum South, a 
comparison that follows in the footsteps of a host of other French feminists going back at least as 
far as the French Revolution.376 In Les Guérillères, Wittig’s lesbian society views sexual and 
racial oppression as both stemming from the logic of the straight mind: 
Elles disent, ils t’ont décrite comme ils ont décrit les races qu’ils ont appelées 
inférieures. Elles disent, oui, ce sont les mêmes oppresseurs dominateurs, les 
mêmes maîtres qui ont dit que les nègres et les femelles n’ont pas le cœur la rate 
le foie à la même place qu’eux, que la différence de sexe, la différence de couleur 
signifient l’infériorité, droit pour eux à la domination et à l’appropriation. Elles 
disent, oui, ce sont les mêmes oppresseurs dominateurs qui ont écrit des nègres et 
des femelles qu’ils sont universellement fourbes hypocrites rusés menteurs 
superficiels gourmands pusillanimes, que chez eux la nature est ce qui parle le 
plus et cætera.377 
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This comparison of lesbians to runaway slaves378 is intended as a rhetorical strategy to denounce 
oppression that operates through the consignment of individuals to socially-constructed 
categories, which are then said to be “natural” or “biological,” but which are none other than 
“[…] une ‘formation imaginaire’ qui réinterprète des traits physiques […] à travers le réseau de 
relations dans lequel ils sont perçus.”379 Like materialist feminist Colette Guillaumin, Wittig 
employs that analogy in order to emphasize that both gender and race are social formations 
masked as natural.380 The denaturalization of the category of race has led some lesbian studies 
scholars to affirm that “Wittig situe les lesbiennes dans un ensemble de résistances aux diverses 
formes d’oppression, dans lesquelles elle situe les rapports d’esclavage, les rapports capitalistes 
et les rapports de classes de sexe.”381 Alexandra Bourse has compared Wittig’s lesbian 
contestation of the straight mind to Gloria Anzaldúa’s concept of mestiza consciousness.382 
Wittig comes to be positioned as a precursor of postcolonial feminism. 
Yet Wittig’s slavery analogy effaces racism experienced by lesbians whose pasts are tied 
to histories of French slavery, and even enacts a politics of comparative suffering that risks 
consigning racial oppression to the past. In Les Guérillères, she suggests that marriage—
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depicts a series of woman soldiers with the caption “Plus jamais nous ne serons esclaves [We’ll never be slaves 
again]” (6). For a more comprehensive history of why this parallel has been problematic in the works of Christine 
Delphy and Nicole Claude-Mathieu, see Éléonore Lépinard, “Malaise dans le concept: Différence, identité et théorie 
féministe,” Cahiers du Genre 39, no. 2 (2005): 107-135, https://doi.org/10.3917/cdge.039.0107. 
381 Natacha Chetcuti, “De ‘On ne naît pas femme’ à ‘On n’est pas femme’. De Simone de Beauvoir à Monique 
Wittig,” Genre, sexualité et société, no. 1 (Spring 2009), https://doi.org/10.4000/gss.477. Paragraph 35.  
382 Alexandra Bourse, “La Pensée straight, Le corps lesbien et la ‘mestiza consciousness’ : pour une mise en relation 
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presumably for only white couples?—is a condition worse than slavery: “Rarement l’esclave 
goûte la douceur de l’amour, la femme jamais [The slave partakes of love’s sweetness only 
rarely; the woman, never].”383 In her introduction to the long-awaited French translation of The 
Straight Mind, Wittig states that, contrary to slaves and serfs, who could at least physically flee 
to safety, women cannot escape and are left to undertake the complex task of living in a 
heterosexual society as a lesbian, “[…] car il n’y a pas de territoire, d’autre rive du Mississipi, de 
Palestine, de Libérie pour les femmes.”384 These examples, which through analogy are 
presumably supposed to represent sites of physical safety for racialized populations, collapse 
three very different projects: a zone outlawing slavery in the United States in the early nineteenth 
century, a present-day Israeli settler colony, and a controversial colonial project to enable Black 
people in the United States to settle in Africa. None of these references provides a clear example 
of a “safe” zone for racialized people against oppression! These unclear references both seem to 
undermine her own understanding of power and structural oppression elsewhere, in addition to 
glossing over the ways in which slavery and colonization continue into the present (whether de 
jure or de facto). Furthermore, it glosses over how sites such as Palestine form an integral part of 
imagined futures and liberation struggles for many women. As we saw in Cheriet’s “Dounye” in 
Chapter One, the utopian moments of feminist gatherings remain burdened by issues of 
citizenship and immigration that cannot be dreamt away. 
While Wittig’s guerrières remember a time when “ils t’ont appelée esclave, toi 
malheureuse esclave [they called you a slave, you unfortunate slave],”385 the Groupe du 6 
                                               
383 Wittig, Les Guérillères, 156. 
384 “[…] because there is no territory, no other bank of the Mississippi, no Palestine, no Liberia for women.” Wittig, 
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novembre reminds us that this analogy risks appropriating the “multioppressions”386 of those for 
whom slavery has been a historical reality. One might contrast Wittig’s appropriation of the 
figure of the “marron” with decolonial feminist Françoise Vergès’ proposition for a “féminisme 
de marronnage [runaway slave feminism].” This feminism would have “un ancrage historique 
dans les luttes de résistance à la traite et à l’esclavage […] En s’affirmant marron, le féminisme 
s’ancre dans cette remise en question de la naturalisation de l’oppression, en se disant décolonial, 
il combat la colonialité du pouvoir.”387 By actually looking at historical figures, one can begin to 
imagine what decolonial feminism might look like.  
In her comprehensive analysis of the analogy between race and sex/gender in Wittig’s 
oeuvre, Stéphanie Kunert concludes that, though Wittig clearly interrogates the false neutrality of 
the “universal” masculine subject through the use of the universal “elles” for example, she does 
not explicitly question the unmarked whiteness of her lesbian subject. Wittig’s utopian vision is 
marked by a vision of categories and systems of oppression that is “analogique et cumulative 
[analogical and cumulative]” rather than intersectional.388 As Éléonore Lépinard has noted, this 
problematic analogy has contributed to the current impasse between antiracism and feminism in 
a French context, as has been made evident in the headscarf debates.389 
Using physical escape as a metaphor for resistance to structural oppression has not only 
contributed to the erroneous impression that Wittig is advocating for the physical separation of 
women into autonomous communities; it has also evoked criticism from Black feminists who see 
in this apparent separatism the peak of single-issue feminism. Drawing on Butler’s reading of 
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H-France 11, no. 2 (2019): 2. 
388 Stéphanie Kunert, “L’analogie ‘sexisme/racisme’: une lecture de Wittig,” Comment s’en sortir? 4 (Spring 2017): 
80–99. Kunert is none other than Wendy Delorme, with the former name used in a scholarly context and the latter in 
artistic contexts. 




Wittig to classify her vision as a “utopie séparatiste [separatist utopia],” Elsa Dorlin asks: “[…] 
le séparatisme est-il une stratégie efficace face à un système qui témoigne de l’immixtion des 
rapports de dominations, face à ‘l’hydre de l’oppression’?”390 This emphasizes that Wittig’s 
racialized metaphors actually contribute to the erroneous impression that she is advocating for 
separatism; furthermore, Dorlin questions whether the capacity to isolate gender and sexual 
identities from racial ones can possibly form the basis for true solidarity (be it within a separatist 
vision or otherwise). Dorlin thus echoes a number of feminists of color, including perhaps most 
famously the Combahee River Collective,391 who have critiqued calls for feminist solidarity that 
ignore the importance of racial solidarity as well as minimizing the severe issues of economic 
dependence faced by many Black women.392 
If I am interested in the question of race in Wittig, it is to learn how it functions as a 
category in her work, and thus in her theory of lesbian feminism more broadly. To stop there, 
however, is to lose the opportunity to consider Wittig’s utopias in terms of what they can 
actively teach us about the role of race in lesbian and queer futures. After all, Les Guérillères 
depicts lesbians united across continents, with the presumption that those assigned as women the 
world over have come together to rebel against their oppressors. She lists many of their first 
names (the heterosexual practice of using the patronymic having been abandoned), and chooses 
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ones that apparently reflect a wide variety of geographical and cultural origins: Ourika, 
Akazomé, Jasmine, Kali, Sivan-Ki, Aïmata, Sakanya (to cite only a few examples from a single 
page).393 Furthermore, these revolutionaries draw on a wide variety of traditions when they read 
aloud stories that inspire them in their struggles. These include the Trung sisters, two peasant 
women in the first century AD who became military leaders and rulers in what is now modern-
day Vietnam.394 Wittig’s varied cultural references are also clear in the many tribal and ethnic 
groups of the “lovers” in Wittig and Zeig’s Brouillon pour un dictionnaire des amantes (Lesbian 
Peoples: Material for a Dictionary), a mythical dictionary of cultural history before and during 
revolution against heterosexuality.395 Unlike many white feminists who ignore the African roots 
of many Ancient Greek mythological references, Wittig clearly states that her most recurrent 
reference, the Amazons, came to Greece via Libya.396 It thus cannot be said that the web of 
histories and mythologies upon which she draws is whitewashed per se, or that it ignores 
feminist struggles in non-European cultures and traditions.  
These varied traditions, however, are not tied to different groups within the community of 
guérillères, nor does the reader learn whether these names are tied to their cultures of origin or 
whether they have been chosen at will when their patronymics were abandoned. This densely-
woven web of global mythology also stands in contrast to the racial and cultural unintelligibility 
of bodies. Of course, given the work’s experimental style, it is perhaps unsurprising that Wittig 
eschews realist description in favor of the mythological or the animalistic. At the beginning of 
the guérillères’ revolt, they resemble “moutons noirs [black sheep]” with “[l]eurs cheveux leurs 
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poils frisés [the curly hair on their heads and bodies]” and they are “[…] enfermées dans quelque 
chose d’étincelant et de noir [enveloped in something black and shimmering].”397 One is 
described as a “sirène [mermaid]” with a green body covered in scales and arms the color of 
“incarnat [crimson].”398 Hair and skin are frequently described in terms of texture and color, but 
even descriptions that may at first seem to refer to a recognizable phenotype quickly shift to a 
fantastic or even mythological register; no sooner is one naked woman’s body “noir et brillant 
[black and shining]” than the reader learns that “[s]es cheveux sont des serpents fins et mobiles 
[she has fine, moving snakes for hair].”399  
At the same time, they often ritualistically cover, anoint, and alter their hair and skin, 
changing how their bodies are perceived in the eyes of the enemy. After sunrise, “[…] elles 
s’enduisent le corps d’huile de santal de curcuma de gardénia [they anoint their bodies with 
sandalwood with turmeric with gardenia oil],” making “[l]es corps nus brillent à cause de la 
grande lumière du matin [their naked bodies shine in the strong morning light].”400 These rituals, 
often during times of war, frequently render their bodies uniform or their traits unreadable. 
During one battle, “Des jeunes femmes habillées de noir et porteuses de masques entrent en 
scène en dansant et chantant.”401 During another battle, “[e]lles se tiennent au-dessus des 
remparts, le visage couvert d’une poudre brillante [they stand above the ramparts, their faces 
covered in shining powder].”402 This shining powder darkens their victorious faces: “Dans leurs 
visages noircis, les joues brillent encore [In their blackened faces, their cheeks still shine].”403 
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Masks, black clothing, and even the colonially charged practice of blackening their faces are 
tactics for uniting as one in the face of the enemy.404 
Taken together, these descriptors evoke the uniform appearance of these warriors across 
cultures, yet never directly explore other socially-constructed categories of oppression at work. 
Stéphanie Kunert has called this “une multiplication ou une oblitération des signes qui 
socialement racialisent les personnes [a multiplication or obliteration of the signs that socially 
racialize people].”405 This descriptive technique “[…] extrait le sujet politique des cadres de 
perception habituels en termes de race [extracts the political subject from the habitual framework 
of racial perception].”406 It is thus not only that the white lesbian remains the unmarked referent 
but also that her utopia is one in which other socially-constructed and biologically-mapped 
categories of oppression are no longer intelligible. 
Brouillon pour un dictionnaire des amantes (hereafter referred to as the Dictionnaire), 
further portrays Wittig’s utopias as post-racial. This dictionary constructs a vocabulary, culture, 
and history exploring how a race of “amantes [lovers]” has developed a new form of community 
that is not based on domination. This future is the result of many past conflicts, as the reader 
soon learns. The types of conflicts that are experienced in these worlds is particularly striking in 
a sequence of four consecutive entries under the letter C.407 First, “communauté [community]” is 
defined as a harmonious and nourishing space shared by several lovers who have decided to 
share their lifestyles, activities, loves, and dreams. The growing sense of community of course 
did not come naturally, and is defined as the result of unification after the ultimate defining 
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“Conflit [Conflict]”: the “différend [disagreement]” between “les mères [the mothers],” who 
praise fertility goddesses and focus on reproduction, and the Amazons, who refuse that definition 
of womanhood and were the precursors of the lovers.408 The primary conflict in this universe 
functions as an allegory for the split amongst French feminists in the late 1970s and early 1980s 
between those who accepted the category of woman, and those who rejected it.  
While that conflict linked to the relationship between sexuality and sex plays a divisive 
role in the lovers’ future, others fade to the background. Just before the definitions of community 
and conflict comes the definition of “[c]olonie [colony],” which, “[d]ésigne uniquement depuis 
l’âge de gloire les colonies d’amantes arboricoles [exclusively designates, since the Age of 
Glory, the colonies of arboricultural lovers].”409 The subsequent description of lovers who live in 
harmony with nature makes no reference—allegorical or otherwise—to histories of colonization. 
This dictionary’s imaginary, unified future points to a time known as the Age of Glory, after the 
Gouines rouges unite those who resist heterosexuality, but makes no mention of how this unity is 
attained despite colonial history.410 This is not for lack of reference to histories of oppression, 
since the dictionary explains how capitalism is overcome: battles for resources are rendered 
obsolete because of the discovery of a new form of energy described under the definition for 
“Couleur [Color].” In that entry, which directly follows that for Conflict, the reader learns that all 
lovers “[…] émettent une couleur qui leur est propre,” one that often radiates suddenly from the 
body with physical intimacy.411 The Age of Glory, during which the conflict between Mothers 
and Amazons is finally fading away, is defined by this new form of energy that consists of colors 
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emanating directly from the body.412 Colors still define bodies, yet are now expressions of 
energy unique to each person, forming the basis for the continued vitality of the community. 
While the conflict between feminists must be taken into account because “[i]l a marqué notre 
passé de façon tellement indélébile qu’on peut s’attendre à voir la même histoire se répéter,”413 
the meanings of colonization and color have been so thoroughly reconfigured that they risk 
minimizing those histories of oppression. 
As Elsa Dorlin states, to imagine that the lesbian future is free from all forms of 
oppression is to linger under the delusion that “il puisse y avoir une sexualité sans pouvoir ou en 
dehors du pouvoir [that there can be sexuality without or outside of power].”414 If there were to 
be a unified future, it would entail actively addressing how histories of colonization and race 
have shaped sexuality. This oversight is ironic on the part of Wittig and Zeig if one considers 
that they chose the form of the Dictionnaire precisely to call attention to the absences that 
official histories produce. Their entry for “Dictionnaire [dictionary]” defines it as producing a 
shared set of values for a community: “La disposition du dictionnaire permet de faire disparaître 
les éléments qui ont distordu notre histoire pendant les périodes sombres […] C’est ce qu’on 
pourrait appeler une disposition lacunaire. Elle permet également d’utiliser les lacunes à la façon 
d’une litote dans une phrase où il s’agit de dire le moins pour dire le plus.”415 One might say that 
Wittig’s silence on race is her own “lacunary disposition,” whose silence on race and 
colonization speaks volumes. Though it is likely that her intention is to imagine a world in which 
those forms of oppression will also have disappeared, the dictionary’s erasure of other operative 
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divisions within the women’s movement undermines the community that she aspires to create. It 
is, in other words, a world in which histories of slavery and colonization are forgotten in the 
name of unity, and those who have benefited from colonization and imperialism do not need to 
take responsibility. This apparent abstraction of the lesbian subject from intelligible forms of 
racialization implies a post-racial future in which other forms of oppression appear to magically 
melt away in the common struggle against heterosexuality. 
I do not seek to dismiss Wittig’s monumental and pathbreaking analyses of 
heterosexuality in this work; rather, I seek to contextualize them to avoid “[…] les 
généralisations universelles à propos du patriarcat ou des femmes [qui] dénient les différences 
significatives entre femmes basées sur la race, l’immigration, la classe ou la nationalité.”416 
Relationships of domination cannot merely be wished away since “[…] des responsabilités 
historiques pèsent sur toutes, hier comme aujourd’hui [historical responsibilities have and 
continue to weigh on us].”417 This is, of course, not because Wittig would have supported slavery 
or colonization; rather, it is because, according to the Groupe, her theoretical concepts cannot be 
universally applied to all contexts.418 The Groupe’s literary imagination suggests that addressing 
Wittig’s unwitting “lacunary disposition” is crucial in imagining possible futures.  
Suula Tamara’s poem “Quand ton sexe s’ouvrira [When Your Sex Opens Up]”419 
contextualizes resistance to heterosexuality within histories of colonization. Tamara, who is 
identified as Guadeloupean, explores the relationship between femininity, the lesbian body, and 
maternity, imagining how contestations of heterosexuality must be linked to decolonial struggles 
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and reclamation of lost territory. This lost territory, according to the preface to the Groupe’s 
volume, comprises the vast expanses of land stolen from indigenous peoples, as well as to an 
intellectual space that they must reclaim by creating “un espace propre d’expressions [their own 
space for expression].”420 “Quand ton sexe s’ouvrira” contrasts the pain of socially enforced 
sexual acts with the unique and harmonious intimacy that the poet shares with the woman she 
loves, gradually moving from heterosexual violence towards an anticolonial intimacy between 
women.421 Working to constitute a reality capable of contesting heterosexuality necessitates 
colonial memory, which confronts Wittigian assumptions about sexuality and the sex/gender 
system.  
 The poet opens with the affirmation that her love for a woman will drive her to imagine 
more than the socially enforced sex and marriage that she has been forced to endure:  
Je lui parlerai à lui de ma terre inconnue ensanglantée hystérique du parce- 
que 
                                               je l’aime elle. 
Je leur parlerai à eux de l’image pasteurisée freudienne de la terre inconnue. 
                              L’inconnue: son odeur à lui 
                           Odeur d’une terre envahie / vomie 
                          Mon fertile sexe déchiré au féminin. 
        Ma terre-sexe forcément vêtue de tules blanches striées de honte, 
                     terre noire avilie maritalement à la couleur blanche 
                                                         et 
                                                    nuptiale422 
Her confrontation with various masculine presences—first in the singular (“à lui”) and then in 
the plural (“à eux”)—mediates the body through land that is unknown (“inconnue”), hysterical 
(“hystérique”), and caught up with the tired “image pasteurisée freudienne de la terre inconnue 
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[pasteurized Freudian image of unknown land].” She recasts these tropes, implying that it is not 
the territory of her body that is unknown or hysterical, but rather the smell of her partner in the 
masculine (“son odeur à lui”) that is the “odeur d’une terre envahie / vomie [smell of invaded 
land].” The color white, associated with marriage and innocence, is nothing but a shameful 
façade that makes her degradation socially acceptable and even desired. This first movement 
accumulates violent qualifiers (bloodied, hysterical, invaded, vomited, degraded) associated with 
“him,” which stand in contrast to the simplicity of that typographically-offset declaration that “je 
l’aime elle [I love her].” Refusing the invasion of her body and her sex through the institution of 
marriage in many ways recalls Wittig’s sweeping denunciation of the economic exploitation of 
the class of women. While the poet may not have been able to literally avoid that violence, she 
mentally resists it through the knowledge of her love for another woman. 
 Land, so often a stand-in for women’s bodies, takes on a different meaning in the context 
of a colonized island whose land has literally been invaded. She evokes the infamous equation of 
woman’s sexuality with the “dark continent,” and yet, unlike Wittig and so many French 
feminists who have appropriated this colonial metaphor, she explicitly links the loss of control 
over her body to the theft and occupation of land through the image of her “terre-sexe [sex-
earth]” that is blackened and defiled through the appropriation of her body through marriage. 
Taking up the colonial equation of colonized territory with a woman’s body, she recasts it to 
denounce the manufactured and “sterile” image that tears open her “fertile sexe déchiré au 
féminin [fertile sex torn in the feminine].”  
 It is unclear in that first section of the poem whether the poet is describing her marriage 
to a colonized or colonizing subject, though the “tules blanches striées de honte [white tulle 




to virginity. The poem’s second movement, however, resists such a reductive reading, 
contextualizing that description within the destruction and fragmentation of populations on a 
large scale:  
       Si 
je sais ce sexe habillé de rouge écarlate – écartelé – éclaté en de myriades 
étoiles 
       violentes 
ces milliers d’étoiles qui disent nos ex-ilées 
c’est que ta terre seule connue de moi labourée par ma langue qui sait rebrousser 
      chemin quand…423 
 
The destruction of her sex (“éclaté en de myriades étoiles / violentes”) is intimately linked to the 
condition of exile for women through the subsequent connection between those stars and the 
scattered population of exiled—or, as the non-standard use of a hyphen suggests, ex-isled—
women. The pain experienced by married women is linked to the violence of forced migration 
inflicted by neocolonial economic control and exploitation of islands such as Guadeloupe.  
Furthermore, physical intimacy and knowledge of the partner’s body is conditional upon 
an understanding of structural colonial violence. When the second-person interlocutor evoked in 
the title appears for the first time (“ta terre seule connue de moi”), it is to suggest that her lover’s 
capacity to intimately understand her body is linked to her capacity to “rebrousser / chemin 
quand… [turn / back when…]”—to pause and be attentive, perhaps, to her lover’s trauma. 
Through love and care exercised by her intimate partner, she can perhaps retrace her steps, make 
her “unknown land” known at last, and process the pain of exile. However, the final ellipsis 
lends this hope an air of uncertainty. 
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 What follows reinforces that uncertainty, as the next line alludes to the poem’s title, and 
yet recasts it through a pessimistic present tense that closes rather than opening: 
                           Quand ton sexe colère se ferme au chant de l’amour 
                                        Terre connue de ma langue – doigt qui 
                                    emplit et désemplit sans nulle violence intrusion 
                           pour que les étoiles éclatées restent ce velours sombre odorant / adoré424 
The reflexive verbs—“se fermer,” “s’ouvrir,”—emphasize a physical reaction that is almost 
independent of the rest of the body, as if the lover’s body struggles to adapt to a loving situation 
that is not painful. This sexual encounter is described in almost paradoxical terms: the stars of 
her sex, though already “éclatées [smashed],” become soft and adored velvet as she is penetrated 
by her lover’s fingers and tongue. The image of something already broken yet being held 
together emphasizes the care with which the poet attends to the past pain of her lover, 
acknowledging that suffering can never be undone, but may be reworked and partially healed 
through the lover’s sensitivity to these histories of violence and isolation. The odor previously 
referring to the invasive husband’s smell is replaced with the “odorant [fragrant]” genitals of her 
lover, its natural beauty standing in contrast to its degraded and unnatural envelopment in white 
nuptial tulle.  
By reclaiming the act of penetration from the violence of heterosexuality, she also 
recovers lost territory; to combat heterosexuality is to combat the imperial project dependent 
upon owning, penetrating, occupying. Though Tamara writes sexuality in explicit terms, she 
nevertheless imagines it “sans nulle violente intrusion [with no violent intrusion],” working to 
develop a different vocabulary for conceiving of desire that is not based upon invasion and 
appropriation: 
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Et même si 
en toi ma langue dit les morceaux épars de ton 
sexe 





ma langue n’a nullement peur du labyrinthe de ton sexe,  
ni 
de ses inscriptions éparpillées symboles du secret et du goût des choses425 
Though this sexual act calls forth the histories of violence that in the previous stanza had caused 
it to burst into many stars (“en toi ma langue dit les morceaux épars de ton sexe”), it is also a 
bold and fearless act of navigating through the other’s pain and deciphering the other’s desires. 
Counter to the euphemistic use of “discovery” and “exploration” to justify genocide and the 
expropriation of resources and labor, Tamara reclaims these colonial terms through her 
insistence on playful curiosity, fearlessness, and emphatic consent. 
The constant play between tongue (as either language or organ) and earth (as either sex or 
territory) suggests hitherto unexplored ways of moving through the world that fundamentally 
challenge patriarchal and colonial conceptions of bodies, space, and desire: 
                                               
425 “And even if / in you my tongue speaks the scattered pieces of your sex / A tongue in its infancy because we 
must / search / discover / explore / Since / my tongue has no fear of the labyrinth of your sex, / nor / of its scattered 





stupéfaite des chemins entrecroisés 
  défaits 
          infinis 
  Parce-que 
       nos langues laissent les terres inviolées, déclinées au féminin, uniques et      
         multiples. 
       Font (d) de nos corps un autre monde, une autre terre fermée à l’ignorance  
  des hommes.426 
 
The parenthetical emphasis on the homonym “fond/font” links the transformation of bodies to 
the foundation of new territories, a metaphorical new community defined by the “openness” of 
the lover’s sex and its fusion with another’s body that resists the possessive mentality of 
capitalism. Indeed, by the end of the poem, one gets the sense that the “sexe [sex]” of the poem’s 
title may refer to either genital pleasure or to the opening of new possibilities for women on the 
whole. A newfound intimacy outside of heterosexuality is thus contingent not upon the erasure 
of history and the unity of socially-assigned women under a common history and mythology, but 
rather upon the recognition that those histories contain multiple registers of violence—and even, 
perhaps, multiple regimes of heterosexuality with different relationships to reproduction and 
motherhood.  
In contrast to Wittig’s rejection of maternity through the conflict between mothers and 
Amazons, Tamara frequently alludes to reproduction in positive terms by reconfiguring it in the 
context of a relationship between women. Heterosexuality is ironically associated with sterility: 
her “fertile sex” is “torn apart” by a man, who can only see her body through the sterilized 
(“pasteurized”) Freudian image of unexplored territory. It is paradoxically through sex between 
women that images of reproduction are evoked: she tenderly “labors” the earth of her lover’s 
                                               
426 “It is / stupefied by the intertwined pathways / undone / infinite / Be-cause / our tongues leave these lands 
unviolated, declined in the feminine, multiple and unique. / Form(ulate) from our bodies another world, another 




body, evoking the fertility of the harvest. Their tongues transform their bodies into “another 
world,” imbuing lesbian sexuality with the capacity to produce new realities.  
Yet the association of femininity with fertility, though problematic in many contexts, 
cannot be interpreted without taking into account the highly fraught history of maternity and 
bodily autonomy for racialized women in France and its former colonies. While the Mouvement 
pour la liberté de l’avortement et de la contraception (Movement for the Freedom of Abortion 
and Contraception, or MLAC) fought hard for the legalization of abortion in 1975, many women 
in France’s former colonies and neo-colonies saw their struggle for bodily autonomy primarily in 
terms of resistance to white supremacist Malthusian practices, such as coercive or forced 
sterilization, abortion, and contraception.427 Tamara’s vision of reproduction without men is thus 
more than what may at first appear to be mere biological essentialism, as it resists the colonial 
appropriation of racialized women’s bodies. When Wittig portrays the combat between Mothers 
and Amazons as the most lasting and operative one, this effaces the complexity through which 
control of many women’s bodies has occurred through depriving them of the right to have 
children (rather than of depriving them of the right to abortion).  
  Yet if race has clearly been an issue when looking to feminisms of the 1970s and 1980s, 
it has also been a pronounced issue even among contemporary queer theorists who purportedly 
pay more attention to race and have even worked to call out the racism of their foremothers. The 
final section of this chapter will examine this trend more closely. 
 
                                               
427 For a pioneering history of the forced sterilization and abortions practiced on Reunion Island in the 1970s, see 




Sex, Violence, and Subversion 
Dire que “les lesbiennes ne sont pas des femmes” implique de prendre le risque de devenir monstrueuses, de 
tomber, de déraper sur la pente ascendante de l’évolution et de la civilisation, de retourner vers l’animalité, le 
végétal, vers des sociétés “primitives” du sud colonisé qui, pour la pensée straight bourgeoise et européenne du 
XIXe siècle, ressemblaient aux sociétés maudites de ‘Sodome et Gomorrhe.’ 
— Paul Preciado, 2001428 
 
Gender performance is central to all works of French queer theory, and Wendy 
Delorme’s novels provide perhaps the most explicit literary portrayal of the sorts of purportedly 
subversive gender and sexual practices discussed by Bourcier, Preciado, and Butler. By 
revisiting Quatrième génération, I will suggest that these practices, and the theories that build on 
them, also continue to espouse many the problematic racial assumptions, despite claims to the 
contrary.  
The case of Delorme is particularly instructive since, in addition to being a novelist, she 
is also a well-known queer burlesque performance artist, activist, and sociologist who publishes 
under the name Stéphanie Kunert. She wrote the previously cited article on the role of race in 
Wittig, which is perhaps the only article to date dedicated to the subject.429 Her literary works are 
part of a larger body of contemporary literature sometimes qualified as “post-feminist,” which 
explicitly portrays forms of women’s sexuality that have traditionally only been told from a male 
perspective: graphic sex, pornography, sex work.430 Whether these works qualify themselves as 
feminist, post-feminist, part of the Third Wave, or refuse to qualify themselves at all, they seek 
to respond to radical feminists’ gender essentialism and demonization of non-normative practices 
                                               
428 “To say that ‘lesbians are not women’ implies taking the risk of becoming monstrous, falling, slipping down the 
slope of evolution and civilization, returning to the animal or vegetable, towards ‘primitive’ societies of the 
colonized South that, for the bourgeois European straight mind of the 19th century, looked like the cursed societies 
of ‘Sodom and Gomorrah.’” Preciado, “Gare à la gouine garou!” 207. This talk, which was given in 2001, was 
published in 2002. 
429 See Kunert, “L’analogie ‘sexisme/racisme’.” 
430 The best-known author associated with this trend is perhaps Virginie Despentes, though Delorme’s works contain 
the most explicit and extensive depictions of non-normative gender identities and sexual acts between lesbian and 
queer subjects, along with Sam [Marie-Hélène] Bourcier, Lesvos, oui (Paris: Éditions gaies et lesbiennes, 2000) and 
Paul B. Preciado, Testo Junkie: Sex, Drugs, and Biopolitics in the Pharmacopornographic Era, trans. Bruce 




seen to cleave to the heterosexual paradigm (such as sado-masochism, sex work, and 
butch/femme gender presentation). If Les Guérillères and Brouillon pour un dictionnaire des 
amantes may be said to embody her vision of possible lesbian futures, Delorme’s Quatrième 
génération looks to contemporary queer subcultures for radically disruptive practices in the here 
and now. As we shall see, her presentation of non-normativity continues to depend upon 
unacknowledged racial assumptions to which the Groupe’s poems allude. 
We have already seen how Marion, the protagonist of Quatrième génération, situates 
herself as a femme-identifying dyke who is influenced by and also critical of Wittig’s 
lesbianism. In this hybrid work that lies somewhere between autobiography, essay, and fiction, 
Marion reflects upon her coming-of-age amidst violent and misogynistic histories of sexual 
abuse, and the subsequent transformations in her sexual identity and lifestyle as she alternately 
embraces and critiques various strands of feminist politics. The narrative oscillates between 
stories of the violence that women in her family have undergone at the hands of their husbands, 
fathers, psychiatrists, and doctors, and her progressive escape from the normalized oppression of 
heterosexuality. Indeed, the narrative opens with her decision to leave her boyfriend, Antonin, 
the last “mec biologique (c’est-à-dire né avec une bite) [biological man [sic] (meaning born with 
a dick)]” whom she dated.431 After falling for a woman and trying briefly to work in marketing 
“comme voulait papa [like daddy wanted],” she stops sleeping with cisgender men in order to 
pursue a career in feminist pornography and sex work, immerse herself in dramatic transatlantic 
polyamorous relationships, and find sexual fulfillment at sex parties with primarily cisgender 
women and transgender men.432 
                                               
431 Delorme, Quatrième Génération, 19. The terms “biological man” and “biological woman” have been condemned 
by many transgender theorists and activists because they continue to uphold the belief that biology reflects one’s 
sex.  




The first section of the novel, entitled “Trouble dans le genre [Gender trouble],” clearly 
links her politicization and self-fulfillment to her interpretation of Butlerian gender performance. 
She first suffers from a “problème d’intégration [integration problem]” in the lesbian milieu 
because she prefers long hair, skirts, high heels, and make-up to what she sees as the 
androgynous lesbian uniform; then she falls for Diego, an American transgender man.433 It is 
through him that she learns so many of the anglicisms that she then eagerly adopts after Diego 
introduces her to these “[…] mots qu’on n’a pas en français: Queer, Fem, Fisting, Polyamorie… 
[words that we don’t have in French: Queer, Femme, Fisting, Polyamory…]”434 She ties her 
identity as a queer femme to Wittig’s legacy, leaving her therapist one month after meeting 
Diego because “[…] elle m’a demandé ‘mais pourquoi à votre avis préférez-vous les femmes?’ 
Elle n’avait pas compris. Les lesbiennes ne sont pas des femmes. Les mecs trans non plus.”435 
New possibilities for gender identity and presentation continue to rebel against the straight 
mind—perhaps, it would seem to Marion, even more so than Second Wave feminism, given their 
refusal of the binary of sexual difference and their penchant for gender subversion. 
As a queer Wittigian lesbian, and as a femme who is not a woman, she sees her own 
gender performance as a way of resisting integration not just into lesbian milieus, but into society 
at large. The word “queer” becomes meaningful to her in part for its valorization of femmes, or 
dykes who “ne déroge pas aux codes esthétiques et vestimentaires de son sexe [who do not break 
with the beauty and dress codes of their sex].”436 And yet femme culture is from the outset  
defined as a self-conscious gender performance: “J’ai ça en commun avec les travestis et les 
                                               
433 Delorme, Quatrième Génération, 21. 
434 Delorme, Quatrième Génération, 22. 
435 “[…] she asked me ‘but why do you think you prefer women?’ She didn’t get it. Lesbians aren’t women. Neither 
are trans guys.” Delorme, Quatrième Génération, 27. Here Delorme seems to assume that the category of lesbian 
and of trans man are mutually incompatible. 




drag-queen de savoir qu’être une femme ça relève de la performance de théâtre au final […]”437 
Like Butler, she uses drag to explain her philosophy that all genders are a performance, but only 
some know it. When, every morning in her bathroom, “[elle se] transforme en femme [she 
transforms herself into a woman],” she does so with the aim of undermining the sex/gender 
system: “[…] notre féminité n’est pas un passe-droit pour s’intégrer, mais au contraire un 
drapeau de la subversion.”438 Together, her hyper-femininity and hatred of the patriarchy—“le 
mariage […] de l’escarpin et du poing américain [a marriage of stilettos and brass knuckles]”—
flag her political identity.439 
Her queer femme identity is positioned in response to other strands of feminism which, 
though she respects them, are often portrayed as moralizing. Marion fantasizes about being gang-
banged by a group of butch women, and responds to personal ads online where she finds a 
submissive “garçon pas vraiment garçon aimant à être féminisé [boy who’s not really a boy and 
likes to be feminized].”440 Well-aware of this potentially problematic equation of submission 
with femininity, she imagines herself as a “mauvaise féministe [bad feminist]” in the eyes of her 
feminist foremothers, but brushes this off because “[…] de toute façon j’ai déjà une place au 
chaud dans l’enfer féministe [in any case I already have a nice warm spot reserved for me in 
feminist hell].”441 Lesbians are even grouped together with heterosexuals through their 
moralizing stance about which types of sex are acceptable: “[…] les lesbiennes féministes et les 
hétéros seront tellement occupés à se disputer pour savoir dans quel enfer je mérite de brûler que 
                                               
437 “I have that in common with transvestites and drag queens—to know that being a woman is a theatrical 
performance in the end […]” Delorme, Quatrième Génération, 23. 
438 “[…] our femininity is not a favored privilege, but on the contrary a flag of subversion.” Delorme, Quatrième 
Génération, 24. 
439 Delorme, Quatrième Génération, 24. 
440 Delorme, Quatrième Génération, 142. 




pendant ce temps j’aurai le temps de m’éclater dans les limbes en baisant avec les anges.”442 
Marion thus clearly situates herself as defying any norms of gender or sexuality, whether these 
are within the lesbian community or society at large. 
As Marion’s feminist porn and group sex fantasies make clear, sex is a means of 
negotiating and disrupting heterosexuality as it has exercised control over women’s bodies. 
Those codes can never be done away with; they can only be disrupted, reconfigured, and recast. 
Sexual subversion as emancipation is of course a trope that dates back to the tradition of 
libertinage, but Marion sees it in quite a different light when practiced in spaces that spit in the 
face of that misogynistic tradition.443 She thus frequents and performs at queer sex parties for 
women: “Je dis une sex-party l’air de rien mais c’était quand même une sorte de révolution 
d’avoir une sex-party pour filles, organisée par des filles.”444 The book is full of sexually-explicit 
scenes without cisgender men. After a lengthy description of strap-on sex and fisting with her 
butch Parisian lover, Dayne, Marion ejaculates all over her sofa-bed and then collapses, full of 
emotion from the experience: “J’ai failli pleurer après la jouissance mais ça avait été une telle 
libération cet orgasme que j’étais juste bien.”445 Unbridled sexuality outside of heterosexual 
spaces is described as a form of liberation. These scenes evoke what Preciado has described as 
“la baise lesbienne [lesbian fucking]” and which, he specifies, “n’est plus du sexe entre femmes 
[is no longer sex between women].”446 For Preciado as for Delorme, this is a way to counteract 
                                               
442 “[…] lesbian feminists and heteros will be so busy arguing over which ring of hell I should burn in that in the 
meantime I can have a grand old time in limbo fucking the angels.” Delorme, Quatrième Génération, 142. 
443 For histories focusing on the link between libertinage and the Enlightenment, see L. O’Connell and P. Cryle, 
Libertine Enlightenment: Sex Liberty and Licence in the Eighteenth Century (Palgrave Macmillan UK, 2003); and 
Murielle Perrier, Utopie et libertinage au siècle des Lumières: une allégorie de la liberté (Paris: L’Harmattan, 
2015). 
444 “I say sex party like it’s nothing, but it was some kind of revolution to have a sex party organized by women, for 
women.” Delorme, Quatrième Génération, 129. 
445 “I almost cried after coming, but my orgasm was so liberating that I felt too good.” Delorme, Quatrième 
Génération, 122. 




the straight mind’s reinforcement of sexual difference through “une déterritorialisation du corps 
straight et une dés-ontologisation du sexe [a deterritorializaiton of the straight body and a de-
ontologization of sexe].”447 
The relationship between individual sexuality and structural violence is certainly a focus 
shared across a wide range of feminisms, yet this march towards a better future through 
individual sexual pleasure may not have the same liberating effect for all women. The first 
section of this chapter presented some radical lesbian critiques of this interpretation of 
performativity as overly individualistic. In Warriors/Guerrières, Nedjmam’s poem, “Ma 
déjouissance [My Unpleasure],” recasts women’s sexuality with a different focus on structural 
violence.448 The very title suggests a far less liberatory vision of pleasure, and its dedication is to 
“Toutes celles qui s’y reconnaîtront [All those women who see themselves in it]” and aims to 
“briser le silence / qui entoure les violences subies/exercées les unes sur les autres / ces brisures 
en nous…”449 Nedjmam addresses her poem to those women who have suffered from violence at 
the hands of other women and must carry that brokenness with them.  
That brokenness is reflected in the poem’s structure, written in free verse and consisting 
of fifteen fragmented stanzas ranging from one to six lines each, some of which consist of only 
one word. The beginning of the poem seems to allude to the fleetingness of pleasure between 
two lovers:  
                                               
447 Preciado. “Gare à la gouine garou!”, 214. 
448 Groupe, Warriors/Guérrières, 99–100. All subsequent quotations from this poem refer to these pages. 
449 “break the silence / that enshrouds the violence that women undergo and do to each other / these fragments 




Lumière    scintillement 
   Puis l’obscurité 
 
Papillonage d’une nuit ? 
 
  on y croit 
  on s’imagine 
 
  on s’égaille 
  on s’égosille 
 
  on se réveille 
  un goût amer450 
 
A series of contrasting nouns suggest a bright night’s descent into darkness, and the neologism 
“papillonage [butterflying]” emphasizes the uncertainty of pleasure that might only last one 
night. That atypical nominal form also foreshadows the bitterness that is to come, since the poet 
associates the carefree fluttering of a butterfly with the darker connotations of a moth.451 Those 
nouns give way to a rhythmic succession of verbs that rapidly shift from the promise of 
togetherness to the aggression of shouting. The anaphor of “on” underscores the collective nature 
of the acrid disappointment that follows this brief burst of pleasure. The poetic intoxication of 
joy experienced through the passion of love definitively shifts at this point to center around 
systematic loss and disappointment in the next four lines: “Lendemains de nuits / Sans ivresse / 
La joie tarie / L’amour ridé [Days following nights / Without euphoria / Joy run dry / Rippled 
love].” 
 This disarray devolves into verbal and then physical threat: “Les mots aigres / Les gestes 
rudes / Et menaçants [Sour words / Motions brusque / And menacing].” Again the suspended 
nouns give way to a series of verbs, but this time all potential pleasure and imagination have 
                                               
450 “Light shimmering / Then darkness / Fluttering for a night? / we believe / we imagine / we scatter / we screech / 
we wake up / a bitter taste.” 




been replaced by trepidation: “…Attendre / Craindre / l’ignoble […Await / Fear / the 
despicable].” This suspense frames her relationship, like the poem, as building up from an 
uncertain malaise to clear abuse: “Un geste trop brusque / Mon doigt brisé / Mon cœur en miettes 
[Too brusque of a motion / My broken finger / My heart in pieces].” This metonymy parallels 
physical and emotional pain, with a single movement definitively changing any former light 
within their relationship into “Hostilité / Rage / Violence extrême [Hostility / Rage / Extreme 
violence].” Structural violence continues to be enacted in the lesbian community and is not 
restricted to a heterosexual past. 
Towards the end of the poem, she laments the degradation into abuse of her relationship 
with the one she once looked to for joy and love: 
Source de ma joie passée 
   de mes peines actuelles 
Elle m’avait brisé 
      un doigt 
J’avais le cœur 
     en miettes452 
 This time, it is “elle [she]” who has committed these acts, with subject and object designating a 
clear aggressor and victim (both in the feminine). The cyclical nature of such violence is 
underscored through the repetition of the broken heart and broken finger, as well as the final 
words of the poem: “Le regard éteint / La joie tarie [A blank stare / Joy run dry].” Her dull 
joyless eyes (literally “extinguished [éteint]” in French) harken back to the darkness with which 
the poem began. Sexuality away from men is no guarantee of safety or solidarity.  
 Nedjmam’s fragmentary and dreamlike register, which contrasts with Delorme’s 
purposefully explicit descriptions, repeatedly evokes tropes and vocabulary of lesbian sexuality 
in a way that implicitly refuses the eroticization of aggression. The title frames her poem not in 
                                               




terms of pain or displeasure (“douleur,” mécontentement” or even “déplaisir”) but through the 
neologism unpleasure (“déjouissance”), whose highly sexual connotation evokes a sensuality 
that has been undone or reversed through violence. Mouths are alluded to for their verbal 
aggressions and bitter words, and fingers are evoked only as they break in pain, ultimately 
focusing on the potential for violence that lies within these erotically charged sites of lesbian and 
queer sexuality.453 In place of the wetness that Marion frequently evokes to connote her own and 
her partners’ sexual arousal, Nedjmam repeatedly mentions how broken fingers lead only to her 
joy running dry (“la joie tarie”). While Marion clearly gets off on the calculated and consensual 
performance of gendered violence in controlled spaces without cisgender men, the poet refutes 
the idea that relationships between women are necessarily a refuge from violence, even if they 
can be a source of happiness and safety.  
Though this poem focuses on the issue of intimate partner violence between women, it 
speaks to larger assumptions within queer discourses on the subversive possibilities of disruptive 
gender practices. Despite queer theorists’ aim at a more intersectional approach to formations of 
gender, sex, and sexuality, the Groupe suggests that, like lesbians, their calls for subversion 
minimize the impact of race in defining heterosexual norms: “[…] il est possible de se jouer des 
genres socialement construits (avec des limites) mais […] demeurent des éléments 
phénotypiques directement perceptibles, même si par ailleurs sur le plan théorique la remise en 
question de la notion de ‘race’ est et a été effectuée.”454 The apparent immalleability of race 
                                               
453 Bourcier, Delorme, and Preciado have also focused on hands and fists as a crucial site of queer sexuality that de-
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especially since the 1990s, as lesbian publishing houses have increasingly aimed to depict explicit sexuality between 
women. See Lucille Cairns, “Le Phallus Lesbien (Bis): Lesbo-Erotic French Writing of the Late 1990s,” Nottingham 
French Studies 41, no. 1 (Spring 2002): 89–101. 
454 “[…] it is possible to play with socially constructed genders (to a certain extent), but […] certain obviously 
perceptible phenotypical elements remain, even if the notion of ‘race’ has been and continues to be examined on a 




conditions the perception of gender presentation and norms, and colors whose apparent 
masculinity or femininity may be perceived as non-normative in the first place.  
The Groupe’s protest strategies draw attention to the ways in which gender performance 
is simultaneously racialized and sexualized. Paola Bacchetta has reported that, during one of the 
national protests against the law of 2004 that ultimately led to the ban of religious symbols in 
public schools, several Muslim lesbians appeared at the demonstration wearing the veil (many of 
whom were in contact with members of the Groupe), but made the conscious decision not to 
foreground their lesbian identity in that context. They thus allowed themselves to be “presumed 
heterosexual” in some sense, aware that visible and racialized markers of religion would likely 
prevent them from being perceived as queer.455 While Marion’s femme “drag” inscribes her 
within a particular lineage of rebellious femininity, this sort of feminine Muslim “drag” would 
hardly be seen as genderfucking. Indeed, as an Arab and Muslim lesbian, Nedjmam has been 
outspoken about the “pressions que certaines d’entre nous peuvent subir pour abandonner leur 
religion musulmane [pressures that some of us may experience to abandon their Muslim 
religion].”456 
The participants in Najwa Ouguerram-Magot’s sociological study of “queers non 
blanc·hes en France [queers of color in France]”457 echoed these sentiments.458 One interviewee 
critiqued the implicit whiteness of queer codes of visibility: “plus j’ai pu avoir l’air queer, moins 
j’avais l’air arabe [the more queer I was able to seem, the less Arab I seemed].”459 Another one 
expressed frustration at being presumed to be heterosexual because of their racial identity: “T’as 
                                               
455 Paola Bacchetta, “Co-Formations: des spatialités de résistance décoloniales chez les lesbiennes ‘of color’ en 
France,” Genre, sexualité & société 1 (2009): Web. 
456 Nedjmam et al, “Terres natales, terres d’exil: à la recherche de nos territoires,” Bint al-Nas, no. 7 (2002): Web. 
457 This translation is the official translation accompanying the article. Najwa Ouguerram-Magot, “Queers non 
blanc·hes en France: Des discours inaudibles, des pratiques invisibles?,” GLAD! Revue sur le langage, le genre, les 
sexualités 3 (2017), https://www.revue-glad.org/759. 
458 This study is of a group of six participants, all of whom identify as queer and none of whom are cisgender men. 




jamais un endroit en particulier et un sentiment d’appartenance en particulier parce que les gens 
te lisent pas.” 460 Ouguerram-Magot notes that, because of “ce qui est vécu comme une injonction 
à souscrire à une ‘façon d’être queer’ en rupture avec leurs modèles intimes raciaux,”461 most of 
the participants interviewed stopped frequenting most recognizably queer activist groups and 
spaces.  
The kinds of bodies valorized in this sort of queer discourse become apparent if one looks 
to the figures that queer theorists deem subversive. Sam Bourcier valorizes the butch lesbian, 
among others, as a threatening figure who is eliminated through cultural, political, and medical 
institutions, who appears only as a cultural trope to be brought back into the realm of acceptable 
gender expression. This undoubtedly rings true insofar as it denounces racialized norms of 
femininity, but at the same time it also calls attention to the ways in which gender subversion 
also remains racially coded in ways that Bourcier does not necessarily acknowledge—in 
particular, in the second volume of their influential Queer Zones trilogy, in which they analyze 
the instrumentalization of the ghost-written memoir of Samira Bellil, Dans l’enfer des 
tournantes.462 
Dans l’enfer des tournantes recounts the multiple rapes that the author endured during 
her adolescence as well as her subsequent departure from the banlieues and gradual recovery 
through psychoanalysis. This book was hailed in the popular press as a brave redemption story of 
a young woman speaking out against the violence of young men in the banlieues. Bellil played a 
founding role in the feminist group Ni Putes Ni Soumises, though she eventually left that 
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movement because of political differences before her tragic and untimely death in 2004. Bourcier 
reads Bellil’s autobiographical work as the antithesis of the redemption narrative that it came to 
represent for Fadela Amara, co-founder of Ni Putes Ni Soumises. If I discuss it here, it is not in 
order to contest or critique Samira Bellil’s story, but rather to look at how Bourcier’s analysis of 
that narrative in particular addresses issues of race. 
Bourcier performs what might be qualified as a queer reading of this text, reading 
between the lines of Bellil’s ghost-written narrative to situate its framing within networks of 
power. Bourcier suggests that the ghost-written heterosexual portrayal of the narrator, Samia, 
minimizes her gender transgression as a young butch woman. At the beginning of her narrative, 
Sam wears baggy clothes, physically fights off men who assault her, and embodies many of the 
characteristics typically associated with a butch lesbian identity. However, by the end of the 
narrative, her butchness is molded into the normative femininity of Samira: “[…] une petite 
caillera comme Sam, qui pourrait justement figurer au panthéon des genderfuckers, autres 
illégitimes, inappropriés de la Rep [la République] devient au fil des textes et des discours 
autobiographiques, psychologiques, médiatiques et politiques made in France, Samira, femme et 
républicaine qui défile en tête des cortèges de Ni Putes Ni Soumises.”463 The ghost-written 
heterosexual portrayal of the narrator, Samira, is minimizing the role of gender transgression in 
her narrative as young Sam. 
Bourcier’s interpretation of Sam/Samira insightfully draws attention to the oppressive 
forces at work within supposedly tolerant Republican values. If, for Bourcier, Samira becomes a 
symbol of the tragic instrumentalization of a young woman by Republican feminism, then Sam 
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political discourses—Samira, Republican woman marching at the head of Ni Putes Ni Soumises.” Bourcier, 




becomes a symbol of the suppressed queerness against which the Republic constructs itself. 
Similarly, in Mehammed Mack’s analysis of female masculinity in the banlieues, he rejects 
Amara’s pathologizing of “queer gender expressions” among racialized youth, emphasizing the 
double standard according to which “virile women” are subject in urban peripheries: “Though 
androgyny is considered desirable in banlieue men (according to norms of the new ‘sexual 
modernity’ […]), it becomes undesirable in banlieue women.”464 Against those who would see 
gender transgression as coded white, Bourcier and Mack recast banlieue butches as potentially 
subsersive in that they allow for a privileged understanding of the construction of masculinity.465 
 What does it mean, though, to consider the protagonist Samira as an expression of 
suppressed butchness, or of queerness? Mack also analyzes the extent to which media depicting 
the banlieues, and in particular films, tend to portray young women as embodying masculinity in 
order to survive in the dog-eat-dog housing projects.466 In the context of the stereotypes of 
hypermasculinity in the cités, it seems problematic to equate female masculinity with 
revolutionary genderfucking when the masculinization of racialized women has been one 
powerful trope in constructing them as Others of sexual modernity. Rather than considering 
“male femininity” or “female masculinity” to be necessarily subversive, they should be 
considered within the context of the tropes of sexual modernity used to target racialized 
populations.  
It is nothing new for a largely white radical movement to focus on particular forms of 
gender expression and consider them revolutionary. Todd Shepard has demonstrated this in his 
discussion of the colonial aftermath weighing on May 1968, in which anxiety about Arab virility, 
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which had fueled anti-immigrant discourse after official decolonization of Algeria, was 
reconfigured into the fetishization of the virile Arab by white gay writers and activists such as 
Jean Genet and Daniel Guérin.467 Maxime Cervulle has argued persuasively that FHAR 
members’ sense of revolutionary gay identity “meant a false transgression of white middle-class 
norms that, rather than questioning the commodification of Arab bodies, transforms it into a 
‘necessary’ sign of value for so-called revolutionary politics.”468 Looking back to such moments 
is helpful in contextualizing this continual need to universal non-normative genders and 
sexualities, which is often the hallmark of queer theory. 
Delorme has been said to create a world in which “[…] gender roles are not ‘assigned’ 
but chosen, for the sheer pleasure of those playing with them,” partaking in a “militantisme 
joyeux du sexe affiché, brandi [joyful activism of sex that is flaunted, brandished].”469 Yet it is 
crucial to ask which conditions make these practices meaningful for certain subjects, while being 
careful not to universalize them. As a self-identified queer femme, Wittigian lesbian, and slut, 
Marion seems to embody Preciado’s call for queer subjects who dare to “prendre le risque de 
devenir monstrueuses, de tomber, de déraper sur la pente ascendante de l’évolution et de la 
civilisation, de retourner vers l’animalité, le végétal, vers des sociétés ‘primitives’ du sud 
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colonisé […]” 470 And yet this disregards how many will be perceived as uncivilized regardless 
of their sex and gender practices, and fails to address how becoming acceptably queer through 
renouncing religion and cleaving to norms of androgyny may in fact be the price to pay to be 
treated like a modern sexual subject. Despite their more explicit claims to intersectionality and 
antiracism, many queer theorists continue to universalize their own experiences as white 
subjects.471  
In the vein of Linda Garber, who has problematized the commonly perceived opposition 
between lesbian feminism and queer theory in the American context through the lens of antiracist 
critique, I suggest that thinking primarily in terms of these schools of thought may minimize the 
intellectual and political contributions of intersectional feminist movements.472 Thus, when a 
linear model of “waves” of feminism pits radical lesbians against queer theorists, it constructs an 
evolutionary model that dismisses lesbian feminism while ignoring how both schools of thought 
problematically center whiteness in their forms of protest, community literature, and theories of 
subject formation. If the problematic universalism of French feminism has frequently been due to 
the prioritization of sex and gender above other hierarchical relationships, then it is also due to 
the ways in which “anti-normative” authors and theorists unwittingly universalize what it means 
                                               
470 “To say that ‘lesbians are not women’ implies taking the risk of becoming monstrous, falling, slipping down the 
uphill of evolution and civilization, returning to the animal or vegetable, towards ‘primitives’ of the colonized South 
[…]” Paul Preciado, “Gare à la gouine garou!”, 207. 
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to be subversive, despite the fact that subversion is inherently dependent upon the context in 
which it develops.  
In order to avoid the sorts of problematic universalism denounced by the Groupe in this 
chapter’s epigraph, it is necessary to examine how different “waves” of feminism enact and 
reconfigure forms of violence against racialized women, as well as how that model on the whole 
is a whitewashed and Eurocentric one. As one member of the Groupe has stated: “Je garde 
l’espoir que les débats les plus larges possibles s’ouvrent enfin dans ce pays dans la pluralité des 
mouvances lesbiennes, qui sont nombreuses dans ce pays et qu’elles dressent un réseau de 
résistance et de liberté contre celles qui souhaitent cadenasser la pensée.”473 This chapter is one 
attempt to suggest how the lacunae of current visions of queer and lesbian community might, like 
the Dictionnaire, foreground the question of absence in official histories. As Wittig and Zeig said 
of their own work, “[…] ce n’est encore qu’un brouillon [it is still just a draft].”474
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Identity Ambivalence in the Works of Nina Bouraoui and Mireille Best 
 
In the 2016 film La Belle Saison (Summertime), rurally-raised Delphine and Parisian 
Carole progressively fall for each other while participating in post-1968 feminist organizing. For 
weeks, their attraction remains ambiguous, with their physical and emotional intimacy lingering 
somewhere between friendship and romance. Delphine, who had already had a clandestine 
relationship with a girl back in her village in Limousin, is shy when approaching Carole, who 
lives with her boyfriend. After weeks of flirtation and sexual tension at MLF meetings and 
gatherings, Delphine makes a move after a party one night only to be rebuffed. A few days later, 
Carole tries to gloss over that awkward moment and comfort Delphine by saying that she has no 
problem with lesbians; she just doesn’t happen to be one. “Me neither,” responds Delphine. 
Suddenly, with this mutual pronouncement, they kiss and their passionate relationship begins. 
The honeymoon period of their relationship is interrupted, however, when Delphine’s 
overworked father falls seriously ill, and she returns home to help her aging mother with work on 
the family farm. The subsequent challenges that Delphine faces—with both her family and 
Carole—raise a number of questions about how one’s community of origin shapes desire and 
sexual identity.475 
Delphine invites Carole to stay in the family farmhouse for the summer, knowing that 
discretion will be the price of their intimacy. All goes according to plan until one night when her 
mother stumbles in on them asleep together, and kicks Carole out immediately, forbidding her 
from ever returning. Delphine initially reacts by pursuing what sociologist Didier Eribon has 
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characterized as a gay “fuite vers la ville [urban flight]”: small-town family homophobia fuels 
sexual minority migration to urban centers, where the development of gay subcultures might 
allow for a more fulfilling life.476 As the train pulls into the village station, however, Delphine’s 
resolve wavers: “Carole, je peux pas [I can’t].” Carole, devastated, begs Delphine to join her as 
she boards the train, but to no avail. From over Delphine’s shoulder, the viewer watches the train 
slowly recede into the distance. Visibly shaken, she quietly slips back into her mother’s house 
and continues to fight to keep her family’s land despite mounting financial pressures to sell it, on 
top of the stress of being the only woman in her village in charge of a farm. Is Delphine 
abandoning her authentic self to cleave to the pressures of her provincial community, or is she 
carving out her own path as the only woman farmer in her community of origin? Is she betraying 
an utter lack of solidarity with the progressive politics that inspired her in Paris, or is she 
maintaining local connections that are equally important to her?  
 The first two chapters of this dissertation explored identitarian constructions of sexuality 
that focused on love, relationships, and communities organized around sexual identity labels. 
This chapter shifts to focus on works such as La Belle saison whose characters, plot structure, or 
literary style expose the limitations of, to use Eve Sedgwick’s terminology, the epistemology of 
the closet. Such works communicate varying approaches to addressing a common predicament: 
the tension between the pressure or desire to translate one’s affective commitments into sexual 
identities, on the one hand, and the pressure or desire to resist that pull, on the other—be it 
because of personal, familial, or social circumstances. I use the term “identity ambivalence” to 
refer to the textual staging of this tension, as well as to the reading practice that resists 
assimilating such tensions into binaristic narratives. Identity ambivalence at a textual level can be 
discernable only with identity ambivalence as a fine-tuned reading practice. 
                                               




 Identity ambivalence elicits a range of discursive and aesthetic responses that are 
conditioned by culture, class, and history; accordingly, they have a plurality of socio-political 
connotations when read in the context of shifting debates about sexual citizenship in the 
postcolonial Republic. In order to underscore this plurality, this chapter will put in conversation 
two well-established authors who are often assigned the label “lesbian,” but who pose various 
challenges to such labels in their works: Nina Bouraoui and Mireille Best. Best (1943–2005) 
grew up in Normandy in a working-class family and wrote three novels and four collections of 
short stories in the 1980s and 1990s, most of which depict families in northern France. Bouraoui 
(1967–) spent her childhood in Algiers before her Algerian father and French mother relocated to 
Switzerland and then France. A prolific writer, she has published sixteen novels since the early 
1990s. Both writers came of age in the shadow of major conflicts, exploring desire, family, and 
belonging as they are impacted by the national traumas of World War II (Best) and the Algerian 
Revolution (Bouraoui). 
They are both known to have openly maintained relationships with women and do not 
shy away from depicting that in their work. Best granted occasional interviews in the lesbian 
press,477 and Bouraoui has recently begun to appear in the gay press as well. Though they 
passively accept the label “lesbian” as it is sometimes applied to them, they adamantly reject the 
label of “lesbian writer.” Best “refuse le terme d’écriture lesbienne en parlant d’écriture tout 
simplement [refuses the term ‘lesbian writing,’ in favor of simply ‘writing’],”478 and Bouraoui 
has stated: “Dire que l’on est homosexuelle, c’est être cataloguée par sa sexualité, et cela me 
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dérange profondément.”479 This is reflected in the fact that they are both edited by well-known 
publishing houses rather than the “specialty” gay and lesbian ones that have cropped up in 
response to mainstream publishers’ resistance to editing identitarian works.480 Best’s and 
Bouraoui’s works shed light on the race and class politics of contemporary France as they are 
experienced by women who desire women—be they migrants from former colonies, or 
descendents of factory workers in France. Looking at these authors comparatively is a way of 
resisting the academic compartmentalization that unwittingly ghettoizes racialized authors and 
often neglects the class dimension of intersectional reading practices. Reading postcolonial 
migration together with white working-class experience makes clear the importance of economic 
background in understandings of the self.481 
French and Francophone sexuality studies scholarship tends to suggest that textual 
identity ambivalence displays greater literary merit than does more identitarian literature, and is 
generally less political.482 I contest this reductive approach to textual politics by reading identity 
ambivalence in the context of Republican universalism to show that it can take many forms and 
cannot be reduced to a single political connotation. I put these authors in conversation in order to 
explore the diversity of formations of identity ambivalence through contextualized readings of 
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novels and short stories. Their seemingly similar formulations of desire have a number of 
operative differences that elucidate the political stakes of adopting certain identities and 
integrating oneself into sexual minority milieus for individuals from racialized and/or working-
class backgrounds. Indeed, a more operative question in the context of contemporary sexual 
citizenship debates might be to ask how texts position sexual minorities in relation to other 
marginalized communities. Which forms of solidarity do their texts produce or preclude?  
This chapter will examine the stakes of how subjects conceive of their own desire in 
relation to local and national formations of intimacy and sexuality. In particular, I will 
contextualize this literature within contemporary debates about sexual subjectivity and national 
identity in France. I first provide a brief overview of those debates to explore how sexuality and 
desire have become crucial nodes of negotiating integration into the Republic for racialized 
and/or working-class populations. I then examine Nina Bouraoui’s most recent novel, Tous les 
hommes désirent naturellement savoir (All men by nature desire to know, 2018), reading her 
portrayal of universal love as a way for her to write herself into the nation as a racialized 
subject.483 Finally, I shift to Mireille Best’s short story “Une fenêtre pour les oiseaux” (“A 
Window for the Birds,” 1983) and novel, Il n’y a pas d’hommes au paradis (There are no men in 
heaven, 1995), to look at how working-class women negotiate their sexuality in relation to their 
families in order to maintain class solidarity.484 Ultimately, I aim to develop a robust 
intersectional reading practice that makes dynamic ontologies and epistemologies of desire its 
primary object of study, and asks which politics those modes of subjectivity might limit or 
enable.  
 
                                               
483 Nina Bouraoui, Tous les hommes désirent naturellement savoir (Paris: JC Lattès, 2018). 






Universalism and Sexual Citizenship in France 
When France legalized same-sex marriage on May 17, 2013, the LGBT press celebrated 
what they saw as a step towards legal equality in the context of a Republican nation hostile to its 
minority communities. This shift was still couched in the familiar language of Republican 
universalism: marriage for all national subjects rather than for a community within the nation. 
Two weeks later, the colonial legacy of this so-called “marriage for all” would be brought to the 
fore when municipal employees received a memorandum limiting its scope based on nationality: 
according to Article 202 of the Civil Code, same-sex marriages could not be contracted with 
foreign nationals from countries such as Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia, whose “bilateral 
conventions […] ensure that the law applicable to substantive conditions of marriage is personal 
law.”485 This so-called victory in sexual citizenship reconfigures the familiar tension at the very 
heart of French “universalist” discourse: certain rights are being extended to sexual minorities in 
a move to make the Republic “truly” universal in its commitments, yet at its very core lies a 
racialized limitation to such universal aims. As is so often the case, these restrictions are said to 
exist not because of the exclusionary nature of the French nation’s foundational values, but 
because of the backwards legal and social structures of the excluded countries in question. 
Coming on the heels of intertwined debates about the headscarf, banlieue virility, and 
national identity, same-sex marriage marks one instance of how the postcolonial Republic’s 
sexual politics are becoming more “LGBT-friendly” while also increasingly repressive and 
focused on national security. Increasingly, this anxiety has shifted to questions of homophobia 
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and masculinity amongst immigrants from formerly colonized North Africa, who are barred from 
access to citizenship via same-sex marriage by the self-proclaimed sexually progressive French 
administration. “Islamic” cultures are lumped together as patriarchal and backwards, with the 
media frequently attributing most violence and homophobia in France to postcolonial 
immigration from North Africa. Autobiographical and journalistic accounts of violent 
masculinity on the periphery of city centers have portrayed France as “une société à deux 
vitesses sur la question de l’homosexualité [a society functioning at two different speeds when it 
comes to homosexuality]”: while the Inter-LGBT and SOS Homophobie fight for marriage 
equality, people in the banlieue must remain in hiding in the closet and fight just to survive.486 
Unlike modern gay and lesbian subjects pursuing social mobility and normative kinship 
arrangements, poor, racialized, and immigrant populations are depicted as struggling with forms 
of violence and homophobia said to be unique to their “culture.” While native-informant 
accounts of such violence have revolved around the question of “Islam” and integration, recent 
memoirs and auto-fiction, written by gay men, have mapped misogyny and homophobia onto 
white French working-class families.487 The 2010s saw the publication of two critically-
acclaimed works depicting a move from a poor upbringing to the educational institutions of Gay 
Paree and their attendant social mobility: Didier Eribon’s Retour à Reims (Return to Reims, 
2009) and Édouard Louis’s En finir avec Eddy Belleguele (The End of Eddy, 2014).488 In these 
works, laying claim to an authentic “gay” identity entails leaving one’s family of origin behind 
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and traveling to the city in pursuit of community. This teleological model of gay male identity 
charts a trajectory from periphery to city center, from poverty to the commercial affluence of the 
Marais, from clandestine double-life to holistic self-fulfillment.  
These geographical trajectories tie into progress-oriented conceptions of embracing gay 
identity, as is made clear in Eribon’s sociological and theoretical works. In Réflexions sur la 
question gay, he draws on Sartre’s Réflexions sur la question juive to assert that the gay subject, 
like the Jewish one, must choose the path of authenticity and lay claim to what others say that he 
is, but on his own terms: “Un gay doit donc se faire gay pour échapper à la violence qu’exerce 
sur lui la société qui le fait être homosexuel.”489 Drawing on Eve Sedgwick’s Epistemology of 
the Closet to explore homophobia as a structuring principle of society, Eribon affirms that the 
process of “coming out”—as multi-layered and non-linear as it may be—constitutes “la 
définition structurelle de l’identité homosexuelle [the structural definition of homosexual 
identity].”490 This construction of selfhood proliferates new identifications and forms of 
knowledge, whose crystallization attracts those seeking community and leads to the proliferation 
of urban sexual subcultures.491 Eribon draws on Foucault’s late interviews to resist a 
problematically static conception of gay identity and to state that, were equal rights possible, 
individuals would then be free to “devenir gay [become gay],” in the sense that they could 
engage in their own authentic processes of self-construction within a richer social fabric, without 
being shoehorned into choosing either the closet or a one-size-fits-all model of identity.492  
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While I certainly agree with Eribon that gay identity has brought about important 
epistemological shifts and share his desire to avoid a singular static model, I believe that his 
“making of the gay self” still contains the assumption that would-be “gay” subjects be invested 
in a paradigm of fulfillment based primarily upon sexual and affective arrangements. 
Mehammed Mack has argued persuasively that such a paradigm disproportionately impacts 
Arabs and Muslims in France, whose refusal to embody these norms of gay selfhood pose a 
challenge to norms of sexual modernity: “in a climate that calls for queer Arabs and Muslims to 
prioritize their sexual identities over other attachments, these queerings have creatively bonded 
sexuality to race, religion, and class in a way that conserves their intersectionality, and 
ultimately, the modernity of ethnic virility cultures.”493 Achieving belonging in sexual 
subcultures may imply overriding other attachments to family or forms of community, in a 
process of loss that may feel akin to the national demand for integration. This becomes all the 
more fraught in this historical moment, when urban sexual subcultures that previously defined 
themselves in opposition to French heterosexual nationalism are being invited to integrate into its 
legal and economic structures.  
Those studies do not address same-sex desire among women, but doing so is crucial to 
understanding the dynamics of “gay flight,” since women are often expected to remain present in 
their families and communities of origin in ways that may place a different set of constraints 
upon notions of sexual autonomy and independence. Sociologist Natacha Chetcuti’s foundational 
study of lesbian life in greater Paris and Toulouse, which shares in Eribon’s assumption that 
being “out” is desirable and also centers whiteness without acknowledging it, nevertheless draws 
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out the different social circumstances that shape how they come to “se dire lesbienne [call 
themselves lesbian].”494 For instance, Chetcuti notes that, while cultural spaces are important 
(namely those explored in Chapter One), commercial ones play a less significant role for these 
women since they barely exist when compared to gay spaces such as the Marais. In one of the 
first studies to consider the experiences of lesbians whose parents immigrated to France from 
North Africa, Christelle Hamel highlights how racialization impacts their experiences as sexual 
subjects. She observes that all of them discussed having in some way rejected their “Arab” or 
“Muslim” identity as adolescents, because they perceived it to be “incompatible avec 
l’affirmation progressive de leur identité lesbienne [incompatible with the progressive 
affirmation of their lesbian identity].”495 Lesbian identity is so thoroughly conditioned as white 
and European that they feel they must forfeit other aspects of their identity in order to lay claim 
to it. For them, the process of “se dire lesbienne” is a highly ambivalent one; even those who 
choose this path recognize that to some extent it comes at the expense of assuming their class, 
racial, religious, or cultural identity.  
As we saw in Chapter One, sociologist Salima Amari resists the coming-out model of “se 
dire lesbienne [calling oneself a lesbian],” and instead proposes the term “lesbienne en devenir 
[lesbian in the making],” which emphasizes how individuals dynamically shape their own 
trajectories as they negotiate sexual practices, relationships, and identities.496 Amari’s 
terminology stems from a desire to lend visibility to same-sex desire among racialized women 
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while also problematizing identity labels that are not always adopted by her interviewees.497 This 
is not due to some essential cultural difference—indeed, her interviewees come from a wide 
variety of backgrounds and experiences—but is often due to factors such as class and education. 
Furthermore, these women often use omission or euphemism in order to tacitly make aspects of 
their lives understood to their families according to established norms of communication. 
Curiously, Amari continues to use the term “lesbienne en devenir,” despite her substantial 
contributions to understandings of how this identitarian term flattens a variety of experiences and 
forms of self-presentation. 
Joseph Massad has asserted, along Foucaultian lines, that Western sexual identity labels 
contain a variety of epistemological assumptions about what constitutes proper sexual 
subjectivity. Though he is primarily concerned with the exportation of Euro-American gay, 
lesbian, and queer identities internationally through colonial and neocolonial circuits of power, I 
believe that his critiques also apply to conceptions of desire even within Western countries, 
especially in poor, racialized, and/or immigrant populations. Thus, while Amari’s use of the term 
“lesbienne en devenir” may make sense for some women’s modes of negotiating their sexualities 
with their families, her continued recourse to “lesbian” identity nevertheless risks reinforcing the 
very teleology that she writes so persuasively to resist. In the context of Western incitement to 
discourse, strategies to sidestep, complicate, refuse, or ignore identitarian language may in some 
contexts constitute an important political act. Since some forms of identity ambivalence are 
meant to resist visibility epistemologically (and not merely to critique identity from an 
ontological standpoint, as I discussed in regards to queer theory in Chapter Two), understanding 
them requires attention to subtleties and codes of communication that often go undetected, or are 
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written off as internalized homophobia. The latter practice is not only condescending and 
simplistic, but also robs us of the opportunity to understand the dynamic mechanisms at work in 
subject formation. 
Anthropology and sociology have contributed much to the understanding of identity 
ambivalence through an attentiveness to the linguistic and narrative constructions of the self in 
relation to race, class, culture, family, and community. I believe that literature’s linguistic and 
aesthetic qualities offer a new set of tools for exploring less easily-defined forms of desire and 
resistance to the epistemology of the closet. Literary tropes, euphemisms, intertextual references, 
ellipses, recurring imagery, and layers or shifts in narrative perspective are just a few of the tools 
available to writers who would like to communicate desire within their texts. Attentiveness to 
these allows for a greater understanding of the range of possibilities available when one begins to 
question the universalization of any one model. 
Furthermore, this attentiveness contributes to a fuller understanding of the relationship 
between individual subject formation and broader socio-political issues. Joseph Massad’s 
documentation of such issues as they relate to shifting historical configurations of colonialism 
and capitalism have provoked extensive debate among activists and social scientists, but few 
have paid attention to his engagement with literature as an important component of such 
intellectual history. In Chapters Five and Six of Desiring Arabs, Massad looks at how 20th- and 
21st-century works of fiction published in the Arab world shed light on epistemologies of desire 
as they shift in accordance with economic, social, and political histories. Unlike sociological, 
anthropological, and “native informant” accounts of desire or sexuality, literary ones, Massad 




purport to depict.”498 The aesthetic study of how desire is encoded in texts—read in conjunction 
with its paratext and the author’s self-presentation and classification by others—reveals a wide 
variety of understandings of the self without resorting to a truth-seeking approach to sexuality.499 
My contextualized close readings will trace how desire and sexuality are presented in 
texts that in some ways resist adhering to one identity. They explore how characters, identities, 
love, and sex are made apparent in texts that range from the implicit to the fairly explicit. 
Resisting sexual intelligibility and readability are not apolitical in the context of integrationist 
discourses, and the remainder of this chapter will examine how modes of understanding and 
communicating same-sex desire both challenge and reflect broader debates about national 
identity. Expressions of identity ambivalence take on a variety of political valences in relation to 




“Algerian, French, Homosexual”: Shifting Identities in Nina Bouraoui’s Oeuvre 
A propos de mon dernier livre, on a parlé de coming out. Pas du tout ! Je ne suis pas une provocatrice. 
Je suis militante à ma manière: j’écris. Ecrire, c’est un acte de résistance.500 
– Nina Bouraoui, 2004 
 It may seem paradoxical to begin my literary analysis of “identity ambivalence” in 
relation to Nina Bouraoui, since she is often said to be the only racialized and openly lesbian-
identifying Francophone writer today (and indeed, to my knowledge, the only one to ever have 
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received both extensive mainstream media attention and literary praise).501 While Bouraoui is 
certainly central to any study of race and lesbianism in a French or Algerian context, her 
trajectory reflects her fraught relationship to cultural as well as sexual identity. Born in 1967 in 
Rennes, Bouraoui was raised by an Algerian diplomat father (from the northeastern city of Jijel) 
and a white French mother (from Brittany). Her parents relocated to Europe when she was 
fourteen years old, and she then moved to Paris to study philosophy and law. She gained literary 
acclaim after Gallimard published her award-winning début novel, La Voyeuse interdite 
(Forbidden Vision, 1991), which received much literary praise and also some critique for its 
reinforcement of stereotypes about Islam.502 While her works from the 1990s consist of 
experimental narratives focusing on violence (especially against women), death, and collective 
memory,503 beginning in the 2000s she turns to coming-of-age narratives exploring bicultural 
identity, gender fluidity, and female homosexuality in a realist register and fragmented literary 
style.504 Though those works draw extensively on her life experiences, she refuses to classify 
them as anything but novels (though most scholars have defined the above works as hybrid 
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2004), and Mes mauvaises pensées (Paris: Stock, 2005). Garçon manqué is the only work from this period that has 
been translated into English: Bouraoui, Tomboy, trans. Marjorie Attignol Salvadon and Jehanne-Marie Gavarini 




genres most akin to autofiction).505 Since 2005, Bouraoui has shifted away from lesbian themes 
to explore love and desire through the eyes of gay male characters or heterosexual couples.506  
 The release in 2018 of Tous les hommes désirent naturellement savoir (All men by nature 
desire to know) marks a return to several familiar themes: coming of age between two cultures, 
her parents’ struggles as a mixed-race and bi-national couple during decolonization, desire 
between women and the lesbian milieus of Paris. Written fourteen years after what others have 
(much to her dismay) deemed her literary “coming out” through Poupée bella, Tous les hommes 
revisits homosexuality and her Algerian past in the context of France’s shifting discourses of 
sexual citizenship in the wake of the legalization of same-sex marriage and spike in “Islamic 
terrorist attacks”507 throughout the 2010s. Tous les hommes can be read as a commentary on the 
process of assimilation into French sexual subjectivity, as well as the protections that it can 
afford for subjects willing to make certain sacrifices. When contextualized within her larger 
oeuvre, I argue that Tous les hommes reconfigures the more fluid approach to desire that she 
adopted in her previous works, revisiting common tropes and translating them into a combination 
of identitarian and universalist rhetoric that characterizes homosexual citizenship à la française.  
 Bouraoui long resisted the structuring principle of “the closet” in regard to her literary 
career. She did not speak directly about her own sexuality until 2005, but she did explore 
homosexuality through narrators whom critics assumed to mirror the author (often because they 
shared a name). Garçon manqué (2000) features a gender nonconforming narrator, 
Yasmina/Nina, whose Algerian childhood is marked by her strong bond and masculine 
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identification with Amine, a boy who, like her, has a white French mother and Algerian father. 
Amine’s mother eventually separates them because of Nina’s androgyny and sexual ambiguity: 
“Je ne veux pas que mon fils devienne homosexuel. Elle dit le mot en premier. Elle dit mon 
mot.”508 The term “homosexual” is linked to Nina through a mother’s anxiety about her son’s 
femininity, and it is left up to Nina to subsequently reclaim that identity (although this is not 
explored in the text beyond the above sentence). It is not until La vie heureuse in 2002 that this 
ambiguous gender trouble explicitly manifests itself in the form of love between two adolescent 
girls growing up in Zurich and Brittany. In an interview in Le Monde following its release, 
Bouraoui dismissed LGBT labels as divisive empty signifiers: “Ce n’est pas un livre militant sur 
l’homosexualité. Pour moi d’ailleurs ce terme ne veut rien dire, c’est un mot clinique qui 
sépare.”509  
 While Bouraoui broaches the subject of her Algerian identity and “laisse deviner son 
homosexualité [alludes to her homosexuality]” in Garçon manqué, the first time she explicitly 
depicts a relationship between women is not in relation to her recurring narrator, Nina/Yasmina, 
but rather between two white European girls in La vie heureuse. Salima Amari has commented 
on this layered revelation of the various aspects of her identity at the beginning of her literary 
career: “Est-il trop tôt pour écrire que Yasmina ou Nina aime les femmes? [Is it too soon to write 
that Yasmina or Nina loves women?]”510 For Amari, the fact that Bouraoui publicly discusses 
her Algerian identity before her lesbian identity speaks to the difficulties that racialized women 
face in openly adopting queer sexualities. Amari notes that Bouraoui first openly-identified as a 
“lesbian” by saying that she is a “woman who loves women,” though she does not comment 
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upon the potentially operative differences between those terms.511 As we shall see, however, the 
line between these designations becomes increasingly blurry in Bouraoui’s oeuvre as well. 
 In Poupée bella in 2004, the twenty-one-year-old narrator Nina finally broaches both her 
Algerian roots and her experiences in lesbian nightclubs in Paris. Following its publication, 
Bouraoui responded to press inquiries about her sexual identity by stating: “L’homosexualité, ce 
n’est pas une identité. Je pense que le désir et la sexualité ne sont pas dissociables de 
l’amour.”512 She thus situates her desire for women in terms of love in general, still resisting the 
connotations of that label even as she begins to passively accept it. At the same time, as we saw 
in the epigraph, she takes on a more political public persona in stating that she is “militante à [sa] 
manière [militant in her own way]” and that her writing is “un acte de résistance [an act of 
resistance].”513 Bouraoui frames her narrative construction of love as its own kind of activism 
while also critiquing the narrow confines of identity politics.  
  Her universalist approach to love and desire are perhaps what inspire her to write about a 
heterosexual couple in Appelez-moi par mon prénom (Call me by my name, 2008). She states 
that she wrote this “non pour me défaire d'une certaine étiquette gay, car je ne crois pas en avoir 
une [not to rid myself of some gay label, since I don’t think I have one anyway]” but rather 
because she wanted to write “une histoire d'amour d’une manière disons plus ‘neutre’ [a love 
story in a, shall we say, more ‘neutral’ way].”514 This is not, according to her, a rejection of 
LGBT labels, but rather a way of exploring human themes that might not be considered so 
overtly political in the mainstream press. Though her decision to represent other forms of 
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relationship in her writing is understandable on a number of levels, it also problematically 
reinforces the unmarked heterosexuality of neutrality itself in a French context. With these 
aspects of her public persona in mind, it is perhaps unsurprising that the lesbian press contains 
few mentions of her.515  
 Bouraoui and her eponymous narrators are typically positioned as carving out a “third 
space” between cultural and sexual identities: “À l’aide de l’écriture, Nina va construire sa 
subjectivité, c’est-à-dire déconstruire les assignations identitaires, qui lui sont infligées par les 
autres.”516 She inhabits a “non-lieu [non-place]” that refuses the binaristic logic of borders517 and 
“resist[s] the entrapment of sexual categorization.”518 This is also reflected in her characters. In 
Poupée Bella, Nina the narrator is considered an “hors-la-loi [outlaw]” who “évite ainsi toute 
identification ontologique [thus avoids all ontological identification].”519 William Spurlin has 
characterized Bouraoui as “very much aware of Western sexual categories and conceptions of 
sexual identities,” but asserts that she “neither reproduc[es] nor reif[ies] those, nor the 
gender/sexual codes of [her] indigenous cultures, in [her] writing.”520 Ultimately, he states, this 
allows those who inhabit that in-between space to gain “agency.”521 I argue that Tous les hommes 
désirent naturellement savoir challenges Spurlin’s classification of Bouraoui as cultural and 
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sexual outlaw; instead, homosexuality actually becomes a way for her to integrate herself first 
into certain sexual subcultures and then into the nation more broadly. 
 Tous les hommes désirent naturellement savoir (hereafter referred to as Tous les 
hommes), which was a finalist for the prestigious Prix Fémina, creates a mosaic of non-linear 
memories connecting the development of her adult sexuality to her Franco-Algerian family 
history. In an interview with gay magazine Têtu, Bouraoui recognized the almost obsessively 
recurring nature of this novel’s themes throughout her literary career: “On pourrait croire que 
j’écris toujours le même livre et ce serait une catastrophe! Même moi, j’ai failli le penser. Car 
cette fois, j’ai revisité toutes les pièces de mon château.”522 In the novel’s presentation on the JC 
Lattès website, Bouraoui describes it as “l’histoire des nuits de ma jeunesse, de ses errances, de 
ses alliances et de ses déchirements. C’est l’histoire de mon désir qui est devenu une identité et 
un combat.”523 Blurring the boundaries between herself and her narrator more than ever before, 
Bouraoui positions this new work as the story of how her desires crystallized into an identity 
following her move to France.  
 The book is divided into brief chapters grouped together thematically under four 
recurring title headings: “Devenir [becoming],” “Se souvenir [remembering],” “Savoir 
[knowing],” and “Être [being].” “Devenir” chapters are set in the mid-1980s primarily in and 
around Elula Perrin’s lesbian nightclub, Le Katmandou; “se souvenir” sections recount her own 
firsthand memories between Algeria and France from the mid-1960s to the 1980s; “savoir” 
signals her parents’ memories as they are influenced by World War II and the Algerian 
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Revolution. At the very end, three chapters feature the new heading “être,” and consist of 
increasingly abstract meditations about the relationship between writing, love, and sensuality. 
This work explores personal and collective stories of love and violence as they have contributed 
to her crystallizing sexual identity.  
 It is after the release of Tous les hommes that Bouraoui begins to give interviews in the 
LGBT press. In the online blog of the prominent and widely-read gay magazine Têtu, Bouraoui 
spoke to the political climate following the same-sex marriage debates as having motivated her 
to revisit her childhood more explicitly through the lens of homosexuality. Alluding to the Manif 
pour tous demonstrations,524 Bouraoui stated: “Parce qu’il y a face à nous un discours qui est en 
train de dévier de manière extrêmement dangereuse. Une montée des violences, 
d’incompréhension et de haine, de frustration. Et à nouveau, nous, les homosexuels, devenons les 
boucs émissaires.”525 In the monthly digital lesbian lifestyle magazine Jeanne, she states that this 
novel has “une dimension militante et politique [a militant and political side]” and aims to 
“défendre les homosexuels [defend homosexuals]” as well as “la différence en général 
[difference in general]” and to show “combien nous sommes riches de nos cultures [how rich our 
cultures make us].”526 
 Though she had, in 2004, vehemently rejected the characterization of Poupée bella as a 
“coming out” novel, she now frames her work as breaking the silence surrounding 
homosexuality in French society: “Ne pas s’assumer, c’est la pire des trahisons de soi. Et nous, 
nous sommes des courageux [Not accepting yourself is the worst of self-betrayals. And we are 
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the brave ones].”527 France 24 defines this work as “définitivement un acte militant [a 
definitively militant act],” and their book review’s title positions her as having at last publicly 
accepted the three primary aspects of her identity: “Algérienne, Française, homosexuelle... la 
triple identité de Nina Bouraoui [Algerian, French, homosexual… the triple identity of Nina 
Bouraoui].”528 Tous les hommes does indeed play a formative role in her “quête d’identité 
[search for identity]”529—and, in fact, reveals that acceptance of one identity may come at the 
price of another. 
 
 
“Je brûle mon passé”: Leaving Algeria Behind 
 In Tous les hommes, the narrator frequents Le Katmandou, Elula Perrin’s notorious 
Parisian hub of lesbian nightlife in the 1980s. Though Perrin is forty years her senior, she and 
Bouraoui are to my knowledge the only racialized530 lesbian authors to write in French about 
explicitly colonial themes. Both of them lost access to their countries of origin following 
decolonization, fleeing violence enacted upon bi-racial subjects in the wake of independence. 
They both sought community for themselves based on their desire for women: Perrin founded 
“Le Kat,” which Bouraoui then frequents upon her move to Paris. Amari attributes Bouraoui’s 
status as the only openly-lesbian Arab writer to various factors: her “capital culturel important 
[significant cultural capital]” from her French education, her definitive departure from Algeria, 
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and above all the fact that she comes from “une classe sociale très aisée [a very well-off social 
class].”531 In Tous les hommes, Bouraoui’s eponymous narrator details the painful process of 
losing Algeria because of that very cultural capital. My reading of this work is not meant as a 
criticism of Bouraoui as an individual negotiating her subject position; rather, it engages with her 
public persona, using her literary success as an opportunity to explore how class, culture, and 
political context impact the ways in which she frames her characters and presents herself as a 
writer. The line between character and author is especially tenuous in Tous les hommes: she is 
never named, but Bouraoui speaks of the novel autobiographically in every interview I have 
mentioned here, going far beyond the vagueness of her previous works. However, in keeping 
with the text, I will say only “the narrator” in what follows. 
The narrator in Tous les hommes is born in France and raised primarily in post-
independence Algeria by a French mother eager to prove her place in the newly emerging nation. 
At first idealistic about Algeria’s future, she imagines her daughter’s “métissage” as a form of 
protection for her: “Elle se sentait en mission, d’une certaine façon elle représentait le peuple 
français, celui de la métropole et celui d’Algérie, le peuple ami et amoureux. Elle portait un 
message de paix. Ses enfants en étaient les fruits ou les preuves si l’on refusait de la croire.”532 
The narrator imagines her mother as an ambassador naïve enough to imagine a harmonious 
future for Algerians and their former colonizers. She tries to learn Arabic and teach her children 
about their newfound home “comme si [elles étaient] algériennes plus que françaises [as if they 
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were more Algerian than French].”533 Her mother hopes her marriage to an Algerian and 
children’s education will serve as proof of her devotion to the new nation.  
 This attitude is also the result of her previous decision to defy her parents’ overt racism 
and colonialist attitudes towards her husband. Her parents fear that their son-in-law is a militant 
Algerian nationalist trying to infiltrate the law school in Rennes where he met their daughter.534 
Already pregnant, she marries him anyway and further defies her parents by leaving France and 
raising her children as Algerians. The narrator recalls her childhood vacations to visit her 
grandparents in Rennes, which are peppered with disdain concerning anything across the 
Mediterranean: 
Par là-bas, il faut entendre : la contrée lointaine et sauvage, les arriérés, notre 
pays qui n’est pas à la hauteur du leur, les étrangers que nous demeurons. 
Les amandiers en fleurs, les brassées de mimosas, les criques de 
Cherchell, de Bérard, les massifs de l’Atlas, les vagues de dunes sur la route de 
Timimoun, la beauté dense, insaisissable, éternelle de là-bas fait mentir ma grand-
mère. Elle ne sait rien, ne connaît rien.535 
By citing many specific geographic locations, she refuses her grandparents’ ignorant and 
limited view of Algeria as a savage country “over there.” The narrator lays claim to a 
knowledge of Algeria’s beauty that her grandparents can never access in order to protect 
her vision of her childhood home from their developmentalist mindset and eagerness to 
keep Algeria firmly away from family life. Conflict about their Algerian upbringing does 
not only come from France, however. 
Ultimately, the narrator’s bi-national family is targeted with violence. Her parents’ 
determination to stay in the country wavers, and her mother is exposed to repeated harassment, 
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assaults, and even death threats. Her family decides to leave and live in Paris for the first time in 
1971, when her father accepts a post at a Parisian bank, “craignant pour notre avenir en Algérie 
en tant que filles et métisses [fearing for our future in Algeria as girls and as mixed-race].”536 
When they begin learning of the gruesome deaths of friends and acquaintances, her parents’ 
worst fears are confirmed and they decide to permanently leave the country during Nina’s 
adolescence. The very “hybridity” that seemed to prove the mother’s allegiance singles them out 
for violence amidst efforts to de-Europeanize the country. 
Upon arrival in France, she is eager to finally feel like she belongs somewhere as she 
tries to cope with the sudden loss of Algeria. She immediately starts working to lose her accent, 
assimilate as quickly as possible, and move on with her life: “Ma peine ne doit pas me ralentir. 
J’ai quatorze ans et je brûle mon passé [My pain cannot slow me down. At fourteen years old, I 
burn my past].”537 This act of “burning” signals an irreversible loss of her culture, but she 
inscribes Algeria into her body as a way to claim it as an essential and immutable part of her: 
“La France c’est le vêtement que je porte, l’Algérie c’est ma peau livrée au soleil et aux tempêtes 
[France is the clothing that I wear; Algeria is my skin exposed to sun and storms].”538 If her 
French identity can be removed like an item of clothing—the very clothing that she must change 
in order to adapt to her new Parisian life—then her Algerian identity is inscribed into her very 
skin. This work exemplifies what Helen Vassallo has characterized as Bouraoui’s “embodied 
memory,” which approaches collective memory through the ways in which it marks the body.539 
In the context of this newest work, this embodied memory traces the violence of acculturation on 
her intimate practices. The narrator never fully recovers from this process of loss and 
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acculturation, which her sister even at the age of nine refers to as their “déracinement 
[uprooting].”540 
Thinking back to the post-Independence context in which her family initially decided to 
move to Algeria, the narrator notes the similarity of her own position to that of the pieds noirs 
who had to leave Algeria after the Evian Accords: 
Les pieds-noirs restaient sur la rive sud, face au pays d’origine. On ne les 
considérait plus comme des Français de France. Ils n’étaient pas des Algériens 
d’Algérie non plus. Apatrides, ils se disaient orphelins de cœur et solitaires dans 
un pays qu’ils ne connaissaient pas, une terre étrangère. 
Des années après, les enfants de mariages mixtes, comme moi, se font 
appeler les pieds-noirs de la seconde génération – l’histoire recommence.541 
The pieds noirs share with her a hybrid identity, neither fully French nor truly Algerian; they too 
are driven from the country during and after the war. Struggling with her exclusion from the new 
nation, she oddly equates her mixed-race family with generations of colonizers. This comparison 
is startling given that, beginning in the 19th century, different laws applied to “indigènes 
musulmans” (“Muslim natives”) and populations of European descent.542 She may feel 
“stateless,” and yet both her family and the pieds noirs re-establish themselves in the Hexagon, 
safely away from the violence and economic hardships that follow in the wake of France’s 
devastation of Algeria. A mixed-race child’s lament of losing access to the country that she saw 
as home takes on a number of problematic implications when expressed in comparison to the 
“loss” experienced by departing colonizers.  
                                               
540 Bouraoui, Tous les hommes, 176. 
541 “The pieds noirs remained in the South, facing their country of origin. They were no longer considered French 
people from France. They were not Algerians from Algeria either. Stateless, they were said to be orphans of the 
heart and alone in a country that they did not know, a foreign land. Years later, children of mixed marriages, like 
me, are being called the pieds noirs of the second generation – history repeats itself.” Tous les hommes, 122. 
542 The senatus-consulte of 1865 first put this into law in determining naturalization criteria for “l’indigène 
musulman [Muslim native],” “l’indigène israélite [Israelite native],” and “l’étranger [foreigner]”; only the latter 





 The narrator imagines that their pieds noirs neighbors in Algiers must feel as alienated as 
she does: “Je les crois mélancoliques, comme moi qui ne sais pas où me situer, ayant 
l’impression de trahir ma mère ou mon père quand je fais le choix d’un pays, d’une 
nationalité.”543 Despite the fact that she has been given no choice in the matter, she experiences 
her move to France as a betrayal of her father. She never returns to Algeria, preserving the 
country of her childhood primarily through her writing. On the novel’s very first page, the 
narrator defines herself by the length of her stay in France: “J’ai vécu en France plus longtemps 
que je n’ai vécu en Algérie […] Je me tiens entre mes terres, m’agrippant aux fleurs et aux 
ronces de mes souvenirs.”544 She must fight her melancholia by revisiting the ever-more-distant 
Algeria that she preserves in memory. 
 This structuring split in her life is a negotiation of cultural and gendered belonging. She 
uses writing as a part of this negotiation, but she also forbids herself from speaking openly about 
Algerian society following independence because of her own fraught subject position: “Mon 
Algérie est poétique, hors réalité. Je n’ai jamais pu écrire sur les massacres. Je ne m’en donne 
pas le droit, moi, la fille de la Française, ‘Ana khayif’ – j’ai peur.”545 This expression of fear is 
the only Arabic included in the text—an attempt, perhaps, to re-appropriate a culture that she 
feels she has been denied, given that she never learned the language of her father.546 These few 
words of Algerian Arabic, however, may foreshadow the gender fluidity of her childhood. 
Typically, the word khayif would take the feminine suffix (the ta marbuta), and be transliterated 
as khayifa. This missing suffix recalls the trauma of losing not only Algeria, but also, as the 
                                               
543 “I think they are melancholic like me, since I don’t know how to situate myself, having the impression of 
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544 “I’ve lived in France for longer than I lived in Algeria … I remain poised between my two lands, holding onto 
the flowers and thorns of my memories.” Tous les hommes, 11. 
545 “My Algeria is poetic, outside of reality. I’ve never been able to write about the massacres. I do not allow myself 
to—me, the French woman’s daughter. ‘Ana khayif’ – I’m afraid.” Tous les hommes, 38. 




reader learns many chapters later, the experience of being denied the masculine identification 
that she had as a child. Mourning Algeria also means mourning the various modes of gendered 
embodiment and desiring subjectivity that she had to leave behind. 
  Her masculine identification emerges in several memories of her unusual childhood 
friendship with a boy named Ali, with whom she engages in various forms of sexual exploration 
and experimentation with gender fluidity.547 Together they form an androgynous cell that is 
greater than the sum of its parts as they take pleasure in their capacity to invent “un seul 
personnage fait de nous deux, mi-féminin, mi-masculin [a single character composed of us both, 
half-feminine, half-masculine].”548 Their sexuality is complementary without being rooted in the 
complementarity of the sexes: “Notre énergie est sexuelle et non amoureuse, nos corps se 
tendent, se battent, se retrouvent, sans désir l’un pour l’autre, mais comme des siamois puisant 
leur force l’un de l’autre pour ravir ensemble une proie imaginaire.”549 They feed off of each 
other’s physical and sexual energy, looking at pornography that they find or experimenting with 
physical intimacy. For instance, they sometimes play “le jeu de la maison close [the brothel 
game],” in which they simulate sex with imaginary prostitutes by humping pillows.550 Her 
earliest exploration of desire for women is in this context of strong masculine identification. 
Yet to read this form of desire as a reflection of discourses of sexual “inversion” would 
be inaccurate, since the erotic charge of those moments of experimentation stems above all from 
the unspoken homoeroticism of her masculine energy melding with Ali’s. Her masculinity, 
which forms the core of their friendship, is never questioned or even explicitly discussed: “Ali ne 
                                               
547 Bouraoui depicts a nearly identical friendship at much more length in Garçon manqué between Amine and 
Yasmina/Nina (who also goes by the masculine nicknames Ahmed and Brio).  
548 Bouraoui, Tous les hommes, 94. 
549 “Our energy is sexual and not romantic, our bodies strain, fight, find each other, without desiring each other, 
more like Siamese twins drawing their strength from each other to kidnap some imaginary prey.” Tous les hommes, 
95. 




me demande pas pourquoi je parle de moi au masculin, c’est normal et ça explique notre amitié. 
Je ne suis pas une fille ou pas une fille comme les autres, c’est le garçon en moi qui l’attire, lui 
qui achève toujours sa journée en pleurant.”551 The masculine khayif that the reader encountered 
many pages earlier, then, may reflect the linguistic practices that she developed with Ali. When 
they are alone together, she could explore her masculine aggression and he could display his 
“girly” tendencies without fear.  
Their eccentric friendship does not go unnoticed for long. Looking back to what she now 
understands to be her “enfance homosexuelle [homosexual childhood],” the narrator recalls Ali’s 
mother’s concern that their friendship might make him “homosexual.”552 Interspersed with the 
narrator’s life at Le Kat in Paris, these memories suggest that her emerging sense of homosexual 
identity is rooted in this fluid friendship. She realizes that “Ali est le témoin, le premier, de ma 
nature [Ali is the witness, the very first, of my nature].”553 Ali is at the origin of her own non-
normative desires—desires that would ultimately be reframed and lived quite differently after her 
arrival in Paris, where she must learn an entirely different set of codes in order to meet and form 
relationships with women who desire women. 
 That loss is prefigured even before her departure from Algeria. Her relationship with Ali 
is forever changed by the arrival of a male playmate, Tarek, who quickly replaces her. Tarek is a 
tough boy in their class at school who is rumored to have raped a local girl. He descides to 
befriend Ali, who quickly develops an appreciation for this “homme qui raconte des histoires 
d’hommes [man who tells man’s stories].”554 During a class trip to the desert, she sees them 
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hommes, 95. 
552 Tous les hommes, 83. 
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choosing seats next to each other on the airplane and immediately knows she has been cast aside 
forever: “[…] je ne suis pas en colère, je me sens triste, rejetée, ils sont deux, j’avance seule, je 
ne peux pas lutter – mon corps de fille contre les volcans.”555 Her flesh is powerless when cut off 
from Ali, whose body, like Tarek’s, is becoming stronger and more intimidating by the day. The 
narrator wishes that she could be in Tarek’s place, but accepts that she will ultimately lose Ali to 
this new form of adolescent masculinity. When, still in the plane, she turns around one last time 
to try and join their conversation, Tarek snaps back at her: “On ne t’a pas sonné le pédé [Nobody 
asked you, faggot].”556 Ironically, it is through a slur targeting gay men that she becomes 
definitively estranged from Ali. With the arrival of Tarek, she is met with the sort of insult that 
she and Ali had managed to avoid in the isolation of their erotically-charged childhood games. 
As soon as Tarek names the homoeroticism of their friendship, Ali denies it in order to protect 
himself. 
The loss of Ali to Tarek foreshadows her loss of Algeria to mounting violence that she 
associates with hypermasculinity. Many years later, the narrator learns that Tarek’s misogynistic 
attitudes reached terrifying heights when he grew up: in 1993, in the context of increased 
religious repression at the beginning of the so-called “Décennie noire [Black Decade],” Tarek slit 
his mother’s throat and left her lying in a pool of her own blood in the family-run pharmacy. 
Learning of this murder mars all memories of her childhood, which she will never again be able 
to think of innocently: “Tout devient sang, suie, boue, glaise, feu: l’Apocalypse. Ils assassinent 
mon enfance [All becomes blood, soot, mud, clay, fire: the Apocalypse. They are murdering my 
childhood].”557 Through the figure of Tarek, the masculinist destruction of modern-day Algeria 
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is mirrored in the loss of the gender ambiguity that she once experienced with—as?—a young 
Algerian boy. As the narrator writes to make sense of these interconnected events, she situates 
the roots of her own homosexuality in the context of a sexual fluidity and national identification 
that have been lost to her. When she moves to Paris to allow those elements of non-normative 
sexuality to re-emerge and take root, she gradually adheres to a model of sexuality that will give 
her the sense of national belonging that she was so bitterly denied in Algeria.  
 
 
“Nous, les homosexuels”: Sexual Belonging in Paris 
 Sexuality gradually becomes a way for the narrator to carve out a space for herself in 
France. She decides to pursue her studies in Paris, where she can begin exploring sexual 
subcultures far from her parents, cloaked in the anonymity of an urban environment. Trying to 
construct a new identity for herself, she starts learning the codes of this subculture to create a 
sense of belonging that she has never been able to cultivate. Her integration into lesbian nightlife 
might be understood as an attempt to recover elements of the homoeroticism she had shared with 
Tarek.  
 At first, the narrator cloaks her desires in a language of universality that mirrors the 
author’s professed hostility to labels. During her first visit to Le Kat, she begins her journey of 
accepting her own desires as she walks through a crowd of women and takes stock of the curious 
mix of lesbians, sex workers, and their male clients: “Je cherche une main pour traverser ces 




aimés.”558 In the context of her first visit to a lesbian club, the sentence structure sets the reader 
up for a declaration of lesbian desire, but the narrator defies those expectations by characterizing 
this space in terms of the human need to be loved. The masculine plural accord of “aimés” 
extends this shared human longing to include the male clientele who might otherwise be 
regarded with suspicion in this lesbian-centered space. 
That may be connected to how Bouraoui frames the narrator’s journey of self-acceptance 
and search for love as a part of human experience. The book’s title, which is the first line of 
Book I of Aristotle’s Metaphysics and is also included as an epigraph, frames the work as a 
broader meditation on the human quest for understanding in the Western philosophical tradition. 
Given the decidedly feminine world in which the narrator circulates, the word “men” appears to 
critique the falsely universal pretensions of such philosophy. She bookends the novel with 
chapters featuring the narrator walking in Paris, crossing the Seine among the anonymous 
crowds that define contemporary urban life. The opening passage highlights the connection that 
the narrator shares with unknown passersby, each person experiencing their own different and 
yet overlapping forms of love and loss: “Je me demande parmi la foule qui vient de tomber 
amoureux, qui vient de se faire quitter […] Je traverse la Seine, je marche avec les hommes et les 
femmes anonymes et pourtant ils sont mes miroirs. Nous formons un seul cœur, une seule 
cellule. Nous sommes vivants.”559 The universality of human love and relationships links “men 
and women” together like an organic body composed of distinct particles, all working towards 
the same ends. The textual vision of Aristotle’s project may appear here as a more inclusive one. 
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She concludes the novel by reinforcing her recasting of this philosophical project in 
contemporary, gender-inclusive terms: “Nous ne cesserons de chercher à savoir, nous, les 
hommes et les femmes, égaux et différents, lancés dans le tourbillon de la ville et des atomes 
invisibles et magnétiques.”560 This inclusion, however, reinforces some troubling implications 
about sameness and difference. Ultimately, all humans are part of the same universe and are all 
trapped in the same struggle to understand their place in the world, regardless of any individual 
differences—except, that is, for the two complementary sexes. The reinforcement of sexual 
difference is paradoxically (to borrow Joan Scott’s terminology561) as compatible with her 
Republican vision as is the disappearance of racial differences. This essentialist and color-blind 
project recalls recent debates that sought to alter the Constitution’s equal protection clause by 
deleting the word “race” on the grounds that the term’s very existence is said to perpetuate 
racism, since races have no biological basis. This motion would also add the term “sex,” 
supposedly to fight sex discrimination, and at the same time implying in the context of their 
broader argument that sexual difference has some such basis in reality.562 
This universalist entrenchment of sexual difference is reinforced in the book’s final 
pages, when the narrator (author?) positions herself as empathetic scribe of subaltern suffering: 
“J’écris les chemins que l’on évite et ceux que l’on a oubliés. J’étreins les Autres, ceux dont 
l’histoire se propage dans la mienne, comme le courant d’eau douce qui se déverse dans la 
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mer.”563 Her own story picks up and diffuses those of other silenced voices, seeing their stories 
disseminated through her own. The stories told in Tous les hommes seek to do this by relaying 
the violence in Algeria perpetrated by “Islamists” after the Revolution and during the Black 
Decade; this novel does not, however, include the voices of those despoiled, massacred, or 
tortured during the 132 years of settler colonialism—be it at the hands of the French colonial 
regime, or the OAS (a terrorist group composed largely of pieds noirs). The stories that are 
disseminated in this novel thus unwittingly reproduce certain forms of colonial amnesia. While 
Bouraoui as an author would undoubtedly oppose such exclusions if stated explicitly, she does 
little to counteract them through her implicit endorsement of the Republican model.  
If Tous les hommes is inflected by this form of universalism, I would argue that it does so 
in tension with the embrace of particular forms of difference within the nation, such as, most 
recently, homosexuality. As the narrative progresses, the eighteen-year-old narrator structures 
more and more of her time around a group of friends and lovers whose social world revolves 
around Le Kat. Here she becomes progressively more accustomed to what she comes to refer to 
as the “Milieu des filles [girls’ milieu]” or “Milieu des femmes [women’s milieu].” Her initial 
discomfort locating a term for her desire becomes particularly clear when she meets Julia, a 
woman ten years her senior with whom she quickly becomes infatuated. The first time that the 
narrator is invited to Julia’s apartment near Bastille in Paris, the narrator is confronted with a 
nerve-wracking combination of excitement and self-loathing: “J’entre et je vois son lit, je me dis 
à moi-même, pour me blâmer ou me féliciter: ‘Je suis homosexuelle’.”564 She reclaims Ali’s 
mother’s insult as she contemplates this impending sexual encounter with Julia—her first one 
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with a woman and, indeed, the first one she has had since she played the “brothel game” with 
Ali. She progressively reclaims this insult as Eribon describes, attempting to reframe it on her 
own terms even as she struggles with guilt and shame. The term “lesbienne,” which she could 
just as easily have used to define herself in that moment, appears only a few lines later, but this 
time in a flashback to her grandmother’s pronouncement, in regard to her eccentricity: “Soit c’est 
une intellectuelle, soit c’est une lesbienne [Either she’s an intellectual or a lesbian].”565 
 The narrator experiences her integration into the “Milieu des filles” as if she were the 
character in the novel that she is writing. Late at night, after Le Kat, she often returns to her 
apartment to write, sometimes even skipping class to make progress: “[…] j’ai un roman à écrire, 
ma nouvelle vie d’homosexuelle (je la nomme ainsi pour m’accepter, m’affirmer) à organiser, 
elle me prend du temps, je me promets d’avancer, de vivre quelque chose.”566 Writing is a mode 
of self-affirmation, and naming her sexuality gives her an identity to latch onto. With her family 
of origin—on both the French and Algerian sides—she always found it “difficile de construire un 
arbre d’amour [difficult to build a tree of love]” because “les branches ne fleurissent pas [the 
branches don’t flower]” and she knows that they never will: “ça ne prend pas, ça ne prendra 
jamais, ça me met mal à l’aise, c’est comme être à côté de soi comme si je ne pouvais pas 
m’aimer en entier.”567 Yet she begins to access this love of self and others in Le Kat, slowly 
becoming a regular fixture there. After months frequenting that club, she looks around at the 
familiar faces and realizes that she has finally overcome her feeling of being a second-generation 
pied noir: “Je les regarde, je suis au cœur du Milieu des femmes, intégrée, assimilée, acceptée. 
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C’est une nouvelle famille, si différente de la mienne […]”568 The identity that she tenuously 
constructs for herself becomes a vehicle for integration. 
 With time, Bouraoui’s narrator comes to think of herself through the same model of 
“orientation sexuelle [sexual orientation]” espoused by the openly-conservative Perrin.569 
Homosexuality provides her with a sense of rootedness: “Il y a une histoire de l’homosexualité, 
des racines et un territoire. Elle ne vient pas du désir, du choix, elle est, comme on pourrait le 
dire de la composition du sang, de la couleur de la peau, de la taille du corps, de la texture des 
cheveux. Je la vois organique, cela me plaît de l’envisager ainsi.”570 The pleasure she takes in 
this image seems to stem from the fact that physical characteristics or personal proclivities might 
be able to exist in the world naturally and neutrally, without being overdetermined by history. 
And, like her narrator, Bouraoui defends homosexuality on the grounds that it is, like all sexual 
orientations, natural and unchanging rather than the result of social pressure and structural 
violence. In a television interview after the release of Tous les hommes, she stated: “Évidemment 
ce livre ce n’est pas savoir pourquoi je suis homosexuelle. Il n’y a aucune réponse à cela. 
Comme il n’y a aucune réponse à votre hétérosexualité. […] C’est ma nature. Et c’est ainsi.”571 
While she is politically at odds with the pro-colonialist writings of Perrin, they nonetheless share 
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a vision of sexual minorities as ultimately humans like the rest of us, desiring nothing more than 
the “right to indifference.”572 
Tous les hommes also makes it clear, however, that assimilation into the lesbian milieu 
comes at a price. One of her friends, Ely, is not shy to point out the racial difference between 
them in harsh and objectifying language: “Les Arabes ce n’est pas mon truc, je sais qu’il y en a 
qui adorent, pas moi, et puis vous avez cette peau dorée l’été, mais un peu verdâtre l’hiver, 
non?”573 The narrator, who, as we saw above, says she wears her Algerian identity with her as 
tightly as her own skin, now sees that skin through the eyes of a white French woman—a friend, 
no less!—who puts her in her place in the racialized hierarchy of desirability. In the “Milieu des 
filles,” cultural difference is either mocked or fetishized. The narrator presents this incident 
without comment, causing the reader to wonder: Did she make a comment at the time? Did she 
register it as racism at the time? Unlike the Cineffable protestors’ loud refusal of such comments 
(as we saw in Chapter One), the narrator in Tous les hommes remains silent, suggesting that she 
had to keep quiet in the face of those insults in order to be accepted. 
 Like the more obviously identitarian literature of the French lesbian popular press, her 
narrative also frames finding romantic love as life’s ultimate aim. As she observes a friend of 
hers, Laurence, descending into a spiral of drugs and self-harm “à cause de son homosexualité 
[because of her homosexuality],” the equally depressed narrator wonders what might save her 
from a similar fate: “[…] je ne m’aime pas, je n’ai plus honte, mais je ne m’aime pas, ça reste et 
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since they use the informal “tu” to speak to each other elsewhere). This quote perfectly embodies the racist remarks 




je me demande comment m’aimer un peu plus […] Une autre me donnera-t-elle, par son désir, ce 
qui me fait défaut?”574 In the social context of Le Kat, most women are desperate to find the 
answer to this question, and brawls frequently break out because “l’enjeu dépasse le simple fait 
d’aimer: quand on a trouvé, on est sauvée [the stakes go beyond the mere fact of loving: when 
you find someone, you’re saved].”575 Love is not just a matter of personal fulfillment, but a 
condition for survival for those women whose loneliness leads to mental instability, addiction, or 
suicide.  
 This recent work thus marks a significant shift from many of the gender and sexual 
ambiguities present in her previous works. Viewed in the context of the Mariage pour tous 
debates, her balance between universal love and identitarian belonging actually reflect shifting 
norms of sexual citizenship. Bouraoui’s oeuvre is symptomatic of emerging ways in which, 
within certain parameters, individuals can belong to the nation not despite their homosexuality, 
but rather through it. While most scholars praise her sexual hybridity for its resistance to norms 
and defiance of categories, I read the loss of her Algerian gender fluidity and hybridity as giving 
way to a particularly French model of racialized sexuality. By framing resistance to coming out 
as “le pire des trahisons de soi [the worst of self-betrayals],” Bouraoui subtly reduces her own 
oeuvre to a progressive journey leading up to her eventual avowal of homosexuality.576 Whereas 
she was previously critical of identity politics, she embraces them now that they speak the 
language of universalism. This strengthens the very integrationist discourse that Bouraoui 
otherwise critiques in her literary depictions of colonialism. 
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This may seem a surprising interpretation of Bouraoui’s oeuvre given the ways in which 
she uses her experiences of exclusion to understand encounters between Self and Other. In Tous 
les hommes, Bouraoui’s narrator owns up to a number of internalized prejudices she first held 
when she began frequenting the “Milieu des filles.” She is ashamed to be integrating into a 
community with so many poor and socially-stigmatized groups: “J’éprouve au Kat une forme de 
honte sociale. Une honte dont j’ai honte. Je côtoie des femmes étrangères à mon milieu, des 
ouvrières, des anciennes détenues, des prostituées. Nous nous mélangeons par fatalité, obligées 
par un dénominateur commun: notre orientation sexuelle.”577 The ambivalence she experiences 
vis-à-vis her “sexual orientation” converges on the shame that she feels about her own past 
disdain for the poor and apparently unsavory elements of society. By the end of the novel, 
however, her embrace of those sexual politics leads her to “tolerate” these social outcasts and to 
profess solidarity with them through the lens of common human emotion and empathy. She can 
now emerge a better, more open-minded sexual citizen and, in the context of the “Milieu des 
filles,” be generous enough to tolerate those who are outside of her economic “milieu.” The 
reuse of this term here to refer to social class only serves to underscore how her appreciation of 
“Otherness” does not include questioning the structural poverty, unemployment, or carceral 
system that impacts the lives of countless women desiring women (especially the poor and 
racialized).  
Ultimately, ascribing to certain norms of sexual citizenship—acceptance of her own 
sexual orientation and pursuit of fulfillment through love—will lend her a sense of belonging and 
allow her to emerge as a legitimate sexual citizen in the postcolonial Republic. Her progressive 
identification as a “homosexuelle” writes her into the nation in ways that her uncertain cultural 
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identity probably never could. When she describes her motivation for writing this novel to raise 
awareness about homosexuality, she expresses concern for the increased targeting of the LGBT 
community: “Et à nouveau, nous, les homosexuels, devenons les boucs émissaires.”578 However, 
by becoming part of a marginalized “nous” that is increasingly being given access to citizenship 
rights, she remains silent on the question of race at a moment when racialized Others are being 
increasingly targeted in the name of national security. 
Though Bouraoui’s initial works negotiated visibility in a complex manner, her most 
recent text constructs an authentic homosexual identity not unlike the one described by Eribon. 
Perhaps unexpectedly, it is Mireille Best’s white working-class characters who negotiate their 
identity in relation to their families through strategies more akin to those used by those whom 
Amari calls lesbiennes en devenir. This makes it clear that norms of identity cannot be neatly 
mapped along racial or cultural lines and must also take class into account. While Bouraoui’s 
works shed light on the sacrifices necessary for integration, Best’s works subtly dramatize the 




Encoding Desire, Supporting Community 
 
A la fin l’air circulait tellement entre les mots qu’il ne resta plus que de l’air, et pas le moindre mot. 
– Mireille Best, “Le livre de Stéphanie,” 1980579 
 
In one of her earliest short stories, “Le livre de Stéphanie [Stephanie’s Book],” the 
protagonist listens to a message from the woman with whom she shares a clandestine bond, 
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focusing as much on the gaps between her lover’s words as on the words themselves. This 
passage could be said to describe Best’s own textual approach to encoding desire. Ellipses, tacit 
communication, and exchanged glances imbue silence with meaning and convey information 
through oblique references. Throughout her oeuvre, Best challenges the universality of the 
epistemology of the closet and asserts the importance of strategic silence as a way for working-
class women to maintain ties to their families while pursuing same-sex intimacy.  
Mireille Best’s depictions of same-sex desire in poor and rural settings have only recently 
begun to garner scholarly attention. Unlike Didier Eribon and Edouard Louis, she received no 
formal literary education or training, working first in a factory and then in the civil service. In a 
1996 interview with Anne Garréta, Best spoke openly of her disdain for Parisian literary culture, 
stating that she lost support from some of her reviewers for remaining “so estranged from what 
builds and destroys notoriety—the Paris literary scene.”580 This strong stance has earned her the 
reputation of being one of the few well-known authors to challenge what Lesbia has called “le 
scandale du lesbianisme des intellectuelles, d’une minorité privilégiée par l’argent ou par le 
métier.”581 Indeed, when asked about her own inspiration, she cites “Albertine Best, an itinerant 
fishmonger, my grandmother who brought me up and made me read all the good books.”582 
Best typically avoids identitarian language in her works, and was in her lifetime “more 
likely to frame her aspiration as one of universality when speaking or writing about her 
                                               
580 Anne F. Garréta, “A Questionnaire: French Lesbian Writers? Answers from Monique Wittig, Jocelyne François 
and Mireille Best,” Yale French Studies 90 (1996): 235–41. Her responses were only published in English 
translation, which I have reproduced here. Didier Eribon got his doctorate from Université Paris 1 and is currently a 
professor at the University of Amiens. Edouard Louis received a degree in sociology from the École Normale 
Supérieure in Paris.  
581 “[…] the scandal of the lesbianism of intellectuals, of a minority privileged by money or profession.” Catherine 
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fiction.”583 Best has stated that in her work lesbianism “s’installe sans se faire remarquer, sans 
provocation, mais sans masque. Je suis ainsi, j’ai le droit de l’être, comme il y a des blonds et des 
bruns, de nature. Point.”584 Critics have said that she “does not take an overtly political stance 
with regard to sexuality”585 and that, despite depicting solidarity between women, she “ne 
formule pas pour autant un programme politique plus large [does not formulate a broader 
political program].”586 I however would argue that Best’s politics lie precisely in her identity 
ambivalence, which exposes the limits of such political programs. Best’s works contest the 
pressure to accept the epistemology of the closet, foregrounding the devastating effects of 
Bourgeois sexual norms on working-class families.  
 Yet while she tends to eschew the term “lesbian,” she has always been very explicit 
about her own desire for women and its thematic importance throughout her works. In an 
interview, in response to Anne Garréta’s implication that only “some of [her] works explicitly 
thematize amorous relationships between women,” Best responds by immediately “[contesting] 
the framing of the question” and insisting that “it is not only ‘some of [her] works’ but almost all 
of them that do ‘thematize explicitly’ […]”587 Clearly nonplussed by Garréta’s implication that 
same-sex desire must be explicit to be present, Best insists upon the omnipresence of desire 
between women in her fiction, even when that is primarily through subtle and recurring tropes. 
To return to her own formulation, she pays as much attention to the space between the words as 
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to the words themselves. This is made visible in her unusual style of punctuation, in which, as 
shall be made clear in some of the following citations, she omits periods and replaces them with 
larger spaces. Recurring imagery, euphemism, and the layering of narrative perspectives all 
come together to construct a coded language for same-sex desire that can only be deciphered by 
those attuned to it. I will begin by discussing a short story in which same-sex desire is not the 
primary focus of the narrative, before discussing a later novel in which it does. 
Found in Best’s second collection of short stories, “Des fenêtres pour les oiseaux” 
(Windows for the Birds, 1983) documents one poor family’s struggle to survive the trauma of 
World War II and cope with the rapid changes that society is undergoing in the postwar 
period.588 Grand Papa the dockworker and Bertoune the fishmonger (likely modeled after Best’s 
grandmother) struggle to make ends meet in order to raise three of their grandchildren: Michou, 
Titi, and Colette. They are filling in for an absentee father and a mother who has been in a 
psychiatric hospital due to the trauma of a bombing during the war.589 The narrative focuses on 
the day-to-day struggles of a family living in an environment of extreme poverty that is made 
worse for Bertoune by Grand Papa’s terrifying bouts of physical abuse and intense struggle with 
alcoholism. I will focus here on the theme of same-sex desire in order to argue that the relative 
subtlety of that subplot within the larger plotline is itself indicative of the ways in which desire 
and intimacy are subtly communicated in environments where poverty and family support take 
precedence. Through the eccentric young Colette, Best explores the strategic relationship 
between identity and visibility in working class families, making emerging same-sex desire a 
subtle recurring theme rather than the focus of the narrative arc. 
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This theme is explored primarily through the coming-of-age of the family’s youngest 
child, tellingly named Colette, who stands out from her two brothers, the older Michou and baby 
Titi. She is the only grandchild who is not biologically-related to the family, having been rescued 
by Grand Papa after being dropped out of a plane during the war. Perhaps due to that traumatic 
event at a young age, she has a mysterious health condition in which recurrent ear infections 
unpredictably flare up to cause intense fevers and hearing loss. Colette’s non-conformity, which 
is generally attributed to her undiagnosed medical condition, makes her behave oddly in the eyes 
of her teachers and peers and earns her a reputation among local residents.  
This manifests itself in part as a refusal to accept normative modes of apprehending the 
world around her, and in particular a skepticism regarding language. From an early age, she 
remains indifferent to her teachers’ attempts to spoon-feed her dictionary definitions. Her bully 
of an older brother, Michou, mocks her for saying she does not know what the word “horizon” 
means in her geography book, to which she responds by reciting, “L’horizon est la ligne 
imaginaire où le ciel semble toucher la terre [The horizon is the imaginary line where the sky 
seems to meet the earth].”590 When Michou, astonished, affirms that she clearly knew the 
definition all along, Colette obstinately retorts: “Non […] je sais pas [No, I don’t].”591  She does 
not think that the textbook definition actually teaches her anything about the word, and Grand 
Papa lowers his newspaper to chime in that “Colette a raison, des mots ça ne veut rien dire. 
Viens voir, ma poule [Colette is right. Words don’t mean anything. Let’s go look, my dear].”592 
But when he takes her out into the courtyard to see for herself, he realizes that his definition of 
“horizon” is seriously compromised by the construction equipment and new housing projects that 
are blocking it in every direction. The modernization of the rural landscape is irrevocably 
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changing the familiar landscape and eliminating this elderly fisherman’s way of apprehending 
the world. Horrified, Grand Papa grabs his ramshackle bicycle and motions to Colette to climb 
on so that she can learn while there’s still time: “Faut que tu voies ça avant qu’il faille sortir du 
département pour le voir [You’ve gotta come see, before we have to leave the department to see 
it]!”593 Preferring her father’s holistic approach to language over the alienating dictionaries at 
school, Colette learns early on that naming and defining have a strong impact on how people 
make sense of the world around them.  
Though uninterested in dictionaries, Colette constantly reads books that allow her 
imagination to run wild. It is in this context that her interest in women first develops. Every time 
she reads certain books, she feels a tightness in her chest that recurs at emotionally-charged 
moments of the narrative. Whenever she is upset, she fantasizes about characters in her comic 
books—and in particular the jungle queen Durga Rââni.594 As she imagines herself riding on 
horseback into the cave where Durga is tied up, she notices “un sentiment de détresse localisée 
quelque part vers le ventre [a distressing sensation strangely located somewhere near her 
stomach].”595 Durga at first proudly refuses her help, and Colette tries to justify her presence 
with a love confession: “C’est parce que je t’aime… [It’s because I love you…]”596 Again, 
Colette notices that “La petite peau fragile se déchire toujours, dans [son] ventre – ou bien dans 
sa poitrine, c’est difficile à déterminer –.”597 The lingering em dash draws out the silent 
questions in her young mind as she grapples with these new sensations that combine pleasure 
with pain. Durga gazes up at her with her dark eyes and Colette imagines stroking her face and 
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using magic to instantly heal her wounds. As Durga finally accepts Colette’s help and the two 
escape together, “La petite peau si fragile se déchire toujours, lentement, dans la poitrine de 
Colette.”598 As Colette grows older, this pain in her chest continues to signal her desire for 
women.   
Colette is not ashamed of this feeling, but she soon discovers that putting words to it can 
cause problems. Her chest starts tightening again when, in her early adolescence, she develops a 
crush on a girl named Loulou Peter who is slightly her senior, excels in school, and comes from a 
rich family. When Loulou starts to notice her, Colette “[sent] la petite peau se déchirer tout 
doucement dans sa poitrine [feels the little skin tearing ever so gently in her chest].”599 Colette 
uses the ruse of asking for embroidery lessons to spend more time with Loulou. During one of 
these lessons at Loulou’s luxurious family home, Colette indirectly expresses interest in her by 
saying that she will marry a girl when she is older. Loulou nervously laughs it off and tells her 
that girls can only marry boys.600 Frustrated, Colette retorts that she once read in a book that girls 
can marry other girls, so she and Loulou can get married too once they are grown-ups.601 No 
sooner has Colette stated this directly than Loulou rejects her outright: “Tu m’ennuies, dit 
Loulou Moi je suis déjà grande. Tu es bête dit Loulou, avec un grand froid dans ses yeux 
gris.”602 Having received this definitive response, Colette throws her embroidery to the ground 
and storms out. 
Colette quickly learns that the language of sexuality is shaped by their families’ 
contrasting approaches to communication. Feeling no remorse for her honesty with Loulou, 
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Colette rejects the insincere tactics of dissimulation that she learns at the wealthier Peters’ house: 
“Colette sait désormais que ‘bien élevé’ est synonyme d’‘hypocrite’, et qu’avec les hypocrites il 
faut se montrer ‘bien élevé’.”603 Colette again imbues words with her own meaning by placing 
them in their social context, refusing the Bourgeois hypocrisy that would win her the Peters’ 
acceptance. Following the incident with Loulou, the Peter family attributes her outburst to her 
poor upbringing: “Loulou Peter dit que Colette est folle. La mère Peter dit que Ces Gens Là. 
Bertoune dit que Colette a la fièvre.”604 By capitalizing “Those People,” Loulou’s mother sets 
them firmly apart from proper families like themselves, echoing common assumptions about the 
bad manners and uncivilized nature of poor families. While Loulou and her mother classify 
same-sex desire as a psychological problem resulting from her family’s backwardness, Bertoune 
explains away Colette’s outburst by saying that her fever must have flared up. While her mother 
may not recognize or accept her sexuality as such, she formulates that question in terms that 
allow her to care for her daughter rather than stigmatizing or rejecting her. Best portrays 
euphemistic language of sexuality as a cross-class issue with multiple significations, implying 
that forms of working-class tacit acceptance may be more concerned with family care and unity 
than Bourgeois hypocrisy.  
This becomes even clearer as Colette starts growing up and learning to use this silence to 
her advantage. Slowly, she learns what she must do in order to maintain ties to her family while 
still exploring what the funny feeling in her chest means. Though she made the mistake of telling 
Loulou about the book she read on marriage between women, she is well-aware that it would 
have been far worse had she used such explicit language with her parents: “[…] il y a des 
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histoires qui ne sont pas pour Grand Papa. Ni même pour Bertoune qui s’affole toujours pour 
rien.”605 Rather than considering her family hostile or ignorant, the young Colette perceives that 
some discussions simply do not belong in the family sphere. Colette keeps her word and never 
speaks a word to her parents of the sorts of relationships that she aims to pursue. 
As Colette gets older, she structures those pursuits around her primary object of concern: 
supporting Bertoune after Grand Papa’s accidental death. When he threatens Bertoune with a 
knife during one of his bouts of drunken abuse, she defends herself by pushing him back against 
a wall; he is so intoxicated that he falls, smashes his head, and dies from the resulting injuries. 
After his death, the children’s absent father briefly returns in order to take care of them, alarmed 
by their increasingly abject poverty. He proposes that they live in a “Nachélem,” which he 
describes as a “grand logement clair et confortable [large, bright and comfortable home]” with 
“des bacs à sable pour les gosses [sandboxes for the kids]” and a bathroom with hot water: “Tu 
ouvres un robinet, ça sort… [You just open the tap and water comes out…]”606 The concept of an 
HLM is so foreign to Colette’s young ears that she can only understand it phonetically, but she 
and her siblings quickly decide that the running water is not necessarily worth the compromises 
that it would entail. 
This promise of modern housing on one hand seems to appeal to Colette, especially when 
their father ensures them that this new “Nachélem” will be well-lit with windows. The reader 
knows by that point that one of Colette’s dreams is being dangled in front of her: the story’s title 
refers to the windows that she has always wished she had so that she can leave breadcrumbs on 
the sill for songbirds. Though Colette momentarily considers this opportunity after ensuring that 
their grandmother could come live with them (their father hesitantly acquiesces), she and her 
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siblings end up refusing. He takes an increasingly condescending tone with Bertoune about her 
dilapidated house and approach to raising the children, and Michou, who is old enough to 
understand what an HLM is, snaps back: “des logements empilés les une sur les autres, tous 
exactement semblables avec les mêmes chiottes bien à l’alignement […]”607 They see their very 
way of life being threatened by modern life and its hygiene standards and population 
management, and plumbing might not be worth the risk. Colette’s solidarity with Michou and 
Bertoune is immediate: “Ces fenêtres-là, dit Colette avec une détermination subite, on-s’en-fout 
[Those windows, said Colette with a sudden determination, we-don’t-care].”608 Her use of the 
collective pronoun “on” and hyphenation contribute to their united front when faced with this 
absentee father who reappears in order to tell them how to best live their lives. Having sent him 
packing, Colette chooses to quietly live her life among her family, working towards her 
independence until she is old enough to move out, get a job as a saleswoman, and rent a studio 
apartment.609 
She maintains ties with her family while also working towards enough financial 
independence to be able to discreetly live with her female partners. The reader learns about 
Colette’s unusual female friendships from Bertoune’s perspective through free indirect 
discourse, and is thus given some insight into how she perceives her granddaughter’s 
relationship. Bertoune notices that the hairdresser who lives with Colette looks like Loulou Peter 
(thus confirming the reader’s suspicions) but makes no further comment about their relationship 
apart from noting her granddaughter’s “curieux caractère, auquel Bertoune ne comprenait pas 
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grand-chose [odd character that Bertoune never quite understood].”610 When the hairdresser 
eventually moves out, Colette sinks into a period of “mélancholie [melancholy]” that Bertoune 
finds “assez déconcertant [somewhat disconcerting].”611 Having been privy to Colette’s earlier 
exchanges with Loulou Peter, the reader understands her sadness to most likely be the result of a 
breakup. At first, Bertoune’s interpretation of the situation is left somewhat opaque and up to the 
reader’s interpretation. 
As time goes on, though, Bertoune’s attitude shifts to tacit acceptance. Colette eventually 
meets another woman whom Bertoune identifies as the “jeune institutrice un peu large de carrure 
[stocky young schoolteacher].”612 The snickering that the two young women provoke among 
neighborhood men is unwarranted in the eyes of Bertoune, who sees the schoolteacher as a “bien 
brave fille [a good honest girl].”613 The family refers to “Colette et son institutrice [Colette and 
her schoolteacher]” as “les filles [the girls/daughters]” in order to “bien montrer qu’on était 
qu’une seule famille [show that we were all one family].”614 Bertoune’s position ultimately 
mirrors the reader’s: both come to understand Colette’s arrangement with “son amie [her friend]” 
without it being explicitly named.615 The reader is thus urged to see Bertoune not as backwards 
or ignorant, but rather as accepting the situation in her own way.  
Though Colette’s modest life is far from idealized, she succeeds in tacitly making her 
relationship accepted and in modestly improving her and her family’s material circumstances. 
She and the schoolteacher attain enough financial stability to support the aging Bertoune, even 
giving her enough money to reupholster the tattered family home. Colette escapes cycles of 
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violence and poorly-paid manual labor that quickly become her brothers’ lot: Michou swiftly 
follows in Grand Papa’s footsteps by becoming an abusive alcoholic and dockworker, and Titi’s 
momentary stint as a non-conforming hippie is put to an end by financial hardship. Titi abandons 
his interest in philosophy and accepts the destiny of all men in his family: “Alors Titi sut qu’il 
était une fois pour toutes rivé à sa chaine de montage, à l’usine, et qu’il n’en bougerait plus 
jamais.”616 Despite these depressing circumstances and Michou’s bouts of violence, Colette 
remains near her community of origin. She regularly attends union meetings and spends her extra 
time drawing up plans for the house she wants to build in the countryside, where they hope to 
ultimately retire with Bertoune.  
Whereas Eribon and Louis focus almost exclusively on the need to flee the particularly 
intense homophobia of working-class families, Best elucidates arrangements of same-sex desire 
that allow relationships to thrive. Best shifts away from an individualist narrative focus on 
romantic love by placing same-sex relationships within a broader social context of structural 
poverty and class solidarity. If this short story stresses cyclical poverty and compromise rather 
than any form of sexual or romantic liberation, it is perhaps because Best questions how 
sexuality can be liberatory when it means losing the only thing that you’ve ever had: family. 
Even in her texts whose narrative arcs center on same-sex desire, Best foregrounds the 
complexity of negotiating visibility across class lines. These focus less on the need to flee one’s 
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Resisting Integration, Creating Solidarity 
Best’s final novel, Il n’y a pas d’hommes au paradis (There Are No Men in Heaven, 
1995), focuses on the protagonist’s lifelong struggle to have romantic relationships with women 
without completely estranging herself from her family. Taking place between the 1950s and the 
early 1990s, Josèphe’s first-person narrative juxtaposes her life as a single, ageing woman in a 
village in the Midi, with her working-class upbringing in the wake of World War II. She focuses 
on her long and formative romantic relationship with her ex-girlfriend, Rachel, and the 
challenges that its aftermath still poses to Josèphe’s relationship with her parents. When Rachel 
pressures Josèphe into explaining the nature of their relationship to her parents, it becomes clear 
that the injunction to visibility leads to more harm than good.  
The novel begins by introducing the strong, unspoken connection between Josèphe and 
Rachel as they grow up together. Rachel, who comes from a middle-class Jewish family, was 
initially her childhood best friend before they realized their feelings for each other. As their 
relationship slowly becomes something more, Josèphe and Rachel initially resist any verbal 
acknowledgment of this gradual shift. The reader is first informed of their relationship as a banal 
fait accompli through the non-linear narrative, and only later learns about the elaborate courtship 
of glances and silences that signaled a shift in their friendship.617 Their first meeting is 
characterized as an exchanged “avertissement tacite, catégorique bien qu’informulé, qui pourrait 
se résumer à un mutuel ‘N’essaie pas de m’en mettre plein la vue, c’est pas la peine’.”618 This 
clear yet silent exchange is not initially represented as one step on the path to a love declaration, 
but rather as a mutual agreement that words would be superfluous. As time goes on, Josèphe is 
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sometimes tempted to pursue a next step, yet senses that putting any other words to their 
relationship might actually threaten it: Josèphe sometimes leaves Rachel’s house abruptly “[…] 
de peur de ne pouvoir retenir quelque abandon irréparable ou quelque aveu prématuré qui aurait 
l’air d’une reddition…”619 The term “reddition” implies at the same time a military surrender as 
well as the presentation of an account for examination, characterizing the verbalization of desire 
as both a form of defeat and provocation of the unwanted scrutiny of others. A shared attention 
to the unseen and unspoken is at the very core of their bond, and protects it from social 
stigmatization. 
After their feelings for each other manifest themselves more clearly, the young Josèphe 
decides to talk about this relationship with her close friend, Enrique. She quickly discovers that 
her fears of putting words to their relationship were well-founded when he reacts by demanding 
that she translate that desire into a word that he can understand. Since the only term he knows—
pédé (faggot)—does not seem to apply here, he struggles to understand what is happening 
between these two girls: 
— Ah ouais? Et comment ça s’appelle? 
La brute! Moi j’avais le cœur entre braise et cendres, de vraies nausées 
d’incertitude, ma mère sur le dos par-dessus le marché (car elle flairait en moi 
quelque modification suspecte), et lui, tout ce qu’il trouvait à dire, c’est 
‘Comment ça s’appelle?’!620 
 
Infuriated by his need to categorize rather than listening to her real concerns (the pangs of a first 
love and her suspicious mother), she snaps back at him that he already has all the language he 
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620 “‘Really? And what do you call that?’ That brute! My heart was burning between embers and ashes, with 
bouts of nausea from uncertainty, and on top of it all my mother breathing down my neck (since she had sniffed 
out some sort of suspicious change taking place in me), and him, all he could think of to say was ‘What do you 




needs: “Ça s’appelle l’amour, espèce d’abruti! [It’s called love, you idiot!]”621 Josèphe may be 
comfortable bringing up Rachel to a few friends, but sees no reason to tell her family. Though 
her relationship with her alcoholic mother becomes increasingly strained, she manages to 
continue seeing Rachel without incident—that is, until they get older and Rachel gets upset that 
Josèphe is hiding the true nature of their relationship from her family. 
Rachel and Josèphe adopt radically different attitudes when approaching their personal 
lives with their families. These are clearly rooted in their contrasting economic and cultural 
backgrounds, and mirror their families’ approaches to such matters: Josèphe prefers discretion 
and tacit recognition, whereas Rachel prefers direct revelation. Even though Rachel is confident 
that her mother is already aware of their relationship, she tells her anyway—just to be sure. 
When Josèphe is shocked to hear Rachel mention this so casually, Rachel dismisses her concern 
by nonchalantly summing up her mother’s response: “Trois fois rien, que voulais-tu qu’elle 
dise?... Elle a dit que je la ferais mourir, c’est tout.”622 While Josèphe panics, Rachel explains 
that, for her Jewish mother, that her melodramatic reaction is actually a sign of tacit acceptance: 
“Elles sont à deux doigts de mourir cinquante fois par jour, les mamas juives, te tracasse pas !”623 
Hyperbolic language is a coping mechanism in Rachel’s family, signaling that she will not be 
cast out from the family just because she is in a same-sex relationship.   
With Josèphe’s culturally-Catholic and uneducated parents, however, unacknowledged 
acceptance is the norm. While her father is generally absent due to his long hours working in a 
mirror factory, his presence is marked by love and care for his daughter, as well as by verbal 
affection; the title of the novel is a reference to a song he repeatedly sings to Josèphe in moments 
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622 “Next to nothing, what did you expect?... She said I would be the death of her, that’s all.” Il n’y a pas d’hommes, 
91. 




when he is comforting her. Her mother, on the other hand, is nearly always mentally unstable, 
drinking to cope, and roaming around the house on the verge of flying into a rage that the wrong 
gesture or word might set off at a moment’s notice. She is well-aware that her own family’s 
attitudes and codes function on a different register and that directly stating her relationship with 
Rachel allows for forms of rejection that she would rather not risk. 
Josèphe resists the dichotomy between a declarative coming-out model and staying in the 
closet, adapting her approach to each parent’s personality. While she keeps quiet about her 
relationship to her cantankerous mother, she obliquely communicates her sexuality to her father 
by nervously repeating to him a phrase she heard from Rachel: all women are lesbians.624 To 
avoid “coming out” herself, Josèphe “comes out” for all women, thus making her own sexuality 
both tacitly understood and meaningless. The ball is in her father’s court to apply this odd 
platitude to his own daughter, and ask for her confirmation without ever naming it: “Est-ce que 
je comprends bien ce que tu veux dire?... Ah, nom de Dieu! [Are you saying what I think you’re 
saying…? Oh, God almighty!]”625 But their conversation, full of telling ellipses, is interrupted by 
the unexpected arrival of Josèphe’s mother, and both of them fall into a complicit silence. Her 
father knows that even a hint of this bizarre exchange would provoke the ire of his wife and risk 
estranging his beloved daughter.  
When Josèphe then asks her parents if she can have Rachel over for dinner, she knows 
that only one of them might truly understand the implications of this. She sees “un éclair 
d’appréhension [a spark of apprehension]” in her father’s expression, yet he quietly assents under 
the pretense that he would enjoy having the opportunity to bring out the dusty family accordion 
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and play music with Rachel, who is a skilled violinist.626 Completely glossing over Josèphe’s 
relationship with Rachel, her mother jumps straight to yelling at her husband not to take out his 
“accordéon minable [shabby accordion]” around this formally-trained musician.627 Now that the 
storm has passed and the attention has reassuringly shifted from Josèphe to her mother’s class 
anxieties, she detects her father’s “petit sourire qui [lui] disait de ne pas [s’]en faire, que tout 
cela, à force, s’arrangerait…”628 Without words, he manages to reassure her.  
Yet her own style of communication increasingly shifts to match Rachel’s view of the 
situation in black and white terms. If Josèphe cannot clearly state the nature of their relationship, 
then she must be a hypocrite and a coward hiding her true identity. Even after the dinner goes 
well, Rachel is not satisfied, frustrated that Josèphe’s mother seems to be living in denial of 
reality. Not wanting to disappoint Rachel or appear ashamed of their relationship, Josèphe wants 
to tell the truth. She first goes to her father and blurts out that she is in love with Rachel. Clearly 
disgruntled, he advises her not to give in to the impulse to repeat that to her mother: “Bbbon […] 
Mais tu n’as pas besoin d’aller tout raconter à ta mère… D’ailleurs, tu la connais, elle ne posera 
pas de question. Alors tu peux au moins la boucler?”629 Complicated and hurtful as his advice is, 
it nevertheless allows Josèphe to maintain her familial and romantic relationships without having 
to explicitly lie or lead a double life. Her father’s advice is not reducible to asking her to stay in 
the closet, and might be read as asking her to adhere to the model of communication that is most 
likely to balance romantic fulfillment with family obligations. 
                                               
626 Il n’y a pas d’hommes, 96. 
627 Il n’y a pas d’hommes, 96. 
628 “Little smile that told [her] not to worry, that all that would work out one way or another…” Il n’y a pas 
d’hommes, 97. 
629 “O-o-okay […] But there’s no use telling your mother everything… Besides, you know how she is, she won’t ask 




Though Josèphe clearly understands her father’s perspective and continues to follow his 
advice, Rachel deems this strategy hypocritical, and Josèphe finally caves and tells her mother 
directly. Looking back, Josèphe regrets this decision which, looking back, she sees as the 
beginning of the end of their relationship: “Non. J’aurais dû dire non. Non non non. J’aurais dû 
écouter mon père, empêcher Rachel de rêver ma mère au lieu de la regarder bien en face… Mais 
je ne parvenais plus à m’orienter dans mon brouillard […]”630 And indeed, Josèphe’s mother 
brings her sharply back to reality by kicking her out of the house: “Je n’ai plus de fille. Fais ta 
valise et va-t’en! [I don’t have a daughter anymore. Pack your bags and get out!]”631  
The reader soon learns that her parents’ different reactions to her relationship may be 
rooted in issues of social mobility. Josèphe’s mother is originally from a middle-class family, 
whereas her father is from a family of factory workers. When Josèphe’s mother breaks off her 
arranged engagement to an engineer in order to marry this lowly worker, her parents sever all 
ties with her.632 She acquires the lowly social status of her husband, and when he is sent off to 
perform compulsory labor for the Nazi government in Germany, she too has to go work in a 
factory to support herself.633 She emerges from this experience forever harsh, bitter, and 
increasingly turning to the bottle for comfort. Her father explains to Josèphe:  
— […] Quand je suis revenu [après la guerre], elle avait changé complètement. 
C’est un peu comme si on lui avait volé sa vie… 
— Et à toi, on ne te l’a pas volée, ta vie? 
Je ne sais pas, a dit mon père après un léger temps de silence […] C’est la 
première fois que je vois des larmes dans les yeux de mon père.634 
                                               
630 “No. I should have said no. No no no. I should have listened to my father, gotten Rachel to come back down to 
Earth instead of living on another planet… But I was lost in the fog and could no longer find my way […]” Il n’y a 
pas d’hommes, 104. 
631 Il n’y a pas d’hommes, 108. 
632 Il n’y a pas d’hommes, 130–131. 
633 Il n’y a pas d’hommes, 133. 
634 “[…] ‘When I came back [after the war], she had totally changed. It was almost as if someone had stolen her 
life from her…’ ‘What about you, hadn’t they stolen your life too?’ I don’t know, said my father after a slight 





Josèphe’s mother’s shift in social status, coupled with the trauma of the war, was devastating 
for her, whereas her father had always been resigned to constant labor. Though Josèphe tries 
to draw attention to the fact that he suffered every bit as much as his wife did, he is so 
acclimated to the drudgery of manual labor that he can only shed a tear for the woman who 
he sees himself as responsible for ruining. Her social shame has rendered her resentful and 
desperate to defy their current circumstances by conforming to a variety of bourgeois norms. 
She thus finds herself asking her husband to hide away the shabby accordion that broadcasts 
their poverty and lack of cultural capital. Repeating the familial exclusion to which she 
herself had been subject for marrying a working-class man, Josèphe’s mother cuts off all 
contact with her daughter for failing to cleave to expected kinship arrangements. 
 Josèphe must immediately suffer the financial consequences of that decision, and the 
difference in their career aims and family background slowly begins to impact their 
relationship. With nowhere else to go and no financial independence, Josèphe moves in with 
Rachel and her mother, Rosa. She refuses to be financially dependent on them in the long 
term, but realizes that getting a job immediately will mean sacrificing her career goals:  
Chercher du travail, j’allais m’apercevoir que ça n’a rien d’exaltant    Et je 
comprends parfois ceux qui finissent par y perdre l’envie d’en trouver. Mais 
comme je n’envisageais pas de vivre aux crochets de Rosa – ni même de Rachel, 
qui prétendait avoir des économies grâce à ses petits concerts – je n’avais pas le 
choix    Surtout avec un bac incomplet… Adieu donc la philo et les rêves de 
professorat635 
Any bohemian notions of their life together are shattered by the depressing realities of the job 
market for someone with so little education. She is too proud to accept help from Rosa, and 
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is clearly skeptical of the money that Rachel is actually capable of making from her “little 
concerts.” So while Rachel pursues her dreams of becoming a professional concert violinist, 
Josèphe wades through job applications and adjusts her expectations: clearly, she will not 
achieve the social mobility or attain the cultural capital that she had once hoped for. Whereas 
Rachel’s coming out has no bearing on her financial future or social status, it changes the 
entire course of Josèphe’s life. 
If there is any liberation narrative to be found, it is in her finally finding work. 
Getting a job is what allows her to finally breathe freely in her life with Rachel—and with 
her family. When she tells her father that she has been hired by the town hall as a cultural 
event organizer, she feels her “cage thoracique qui se décoince [ribcage loosening up],” as if 
she could “[s’]envoler d’allégresse [fly away with happiness].”636 A part of this sudden 
lightness comes from knowing that her mother will likely be less hard on her now that she 
has a respectable source of steady income: “[…] ma mère vient d’être battue dans un coin de 
son territoire… D’ailleurs je la vois à distance opérer un repli stratégique derrière son sourire 
froid…”637 Her desire for social mobility may trump her distaste for Josèphe’s same-sex 
relationship—or at least just enough for them to be able to maintain a minimal relationship.   
When they do finally begin seeing each other again, it is thanks to the slow, tireless 
efforts of her father, who frames and reframes the situation until her mother accepts it: “Pourtant, 
à force d’ingénues machinations et d’une immense patience, mon père avait tout de même réussi 
à lui arracher non pas un assentiment mais une forme de concession à l’évidence: Rachel et moi 
nous nous aimions il ne servait à rien de le nier    Surtout que tu sais, Maman, c’est très courant 
                                               
636 Il n’y a pas d’hommes, 110. 
637 “My mother has just been beaten on part of her own territory… I can just see her off somewhere coming up with 




chez les artistes…”638 Her father’s slow chipping away ends up repairing the damage done by 
Rachel’s pressuring. She may never fully “assent” to her daughter’s proclivities, but a passive 
acceptance of the facts is possible with the right approach: he cloaks their living arrangement in 
glamorous artists’ garb in order to play into his wife’s respectability politics. Clearly, it is not the 
implicit arrangement that is impossible for her mother to accept, but the explicit declaration that 
their relationship is a romantic or sexual one. 
Il n’y a pas d’hommes au paradis can thus be read as a commentary on the harmful 
consequences of the universalization of the coming-out model and the pressure that it exerts on 
those from poor and working-class backgrounds. In resisting a universal set of norms for desire, 
Best challenges a linear model of sexual progress. This is made clear in the novel’s ending, 
which shifts from their intense relationship to Josèphe’s deadening solitude. After they finally 
move out into their own apartment together and Rachel’s music career takes off, Josèphe 
becomes increasingly jealous of the “lesbiennes [lesbians]” that cluster around Rachel after every 
concert (a label she reserves for well-off concertgoers). When she finds out that Rachel is indeed 
cheating on her with one of them, they break up. She never hears from Rachel again and, for the 
remainder of the novel, goes through the motions of life without any reason to live: “On vit sans 
raison raisonnable, comme par scrupule de finir ce qui a été commencé… [You live without a 
reasonable reason, as if by some scruple to finish what was started…]”639  
This loss of hope mirrors her larger disillusionment with racist and anti-Semitic violence 
in France. Written in the context of the rise of the far-right National Front party in France in the 
1980s, this novel uses historical memory of the Holocaust to challenge historical progress 
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each other and there was no use in denying it    And besides you know, Mom, it’s very common among artists…” Il 
n’y a pas d’hommes, 255. 




narratives. Much of Josèphe’s knowledge of France’s deportation of Jews comes from Rachel, 
whose grandparents were murdered during the Holocaust. When Josèphe struggles to understand 
the defacement of Jewish graves during her lifetime, Rachel shatters this characterization of anti-
Semitism as a thing of the past: “Comment ça se fait, on n’est tout de même plus au Moyen 
Age… Mais si, ma belle, on y est    On y reste    Et on y sera à perpète!”640 Their relationship is a 
haven from that violence, and inspires them to understand and grow from the past until that too is 
lost: 
L’humanité toute neuve, sortie des ruines, avait commencé avec nous   
Avec la certitude qu’ici où nous vivions il n’y aurait plus d’histoires de races ou 
de couleur, et qu’aucun fascisme ne “passerait” plus jamais jamais… 
Et maintenant les murs se fendillent   Des fantômes qu’on avait crus 
vaincus pour toujours sortent de terre en tenue de combat   Crânes rasés mufles de 
brutes godasses ferrées à tuer un bœuf   Ils ont les mêmes drapeaux la même 
démarche de robots   Les gens les regardent passer avec un étonnement placide 
[…] Nous sommes en 1990, même pas cinquante ans après la shoah!641 
Pronounced after her difficult breakup with Rachel, Josèphe looks back on her naïve conception 
of their relationship as an idealized resistance to fascism, lamenting its dissolution just as she 
laments the placid lack of resistance to history repeating itself in France. Unlike Bouraoui, Best 
thus suggests that human empathy and love are not enough; historical memory is crucial for 
understanding and preventing present-day violence. 
 Historical memory becomes a way to mobilize against multiple forms of oppression in 
the present. When Josèphe is still a little girl, she hears her father denouncing the ease with 
which people took to calling Jews “youpins [kikes]” as soon as the Maréchal Pétain came to 
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power and accelerated deportation in conjunction with Hitler’s Third Reich. She does not 
understand why he disagrees with that term but not “bougnoles,”642 which she sometimes hears 
him say around the house. Caught off guard, he stammers that “il ne voyait pas le rapport [he 
doesn’t see the connection]” since Jews are “des gens comme tout le monde, eux, des gens de 
chez nous, enfin quoi… [people like everyone else, I mean, people from here like us, I 
mean…]”643  The young Josèphe leverages his postwar awareness of anti-Semitism to combat 
other forms of racial prejudice, claiming simply: “Les Noirs, c’est des gens [Dark-skinned 
people are people].”644 Her father hastily says that she is right and that he “[n’avait] pas assez 
réfléchi [hadn’t thought about it enough].”645 
As in Bouraoui’s works, here we see recourse to a universal conception of “the human”; 
here, however, it is the specificity of human histories of oppression that are mobilized in the 
service of changing people’s attitudes, rather than universal empathy for all people regardless of 
history. Best’s approach thus recalls Michael Rothberg’s concept of “multi-directional memory” 
of the Holocaust, which uses that genocide to enable “the articulation of other histories” such as 
the Algerian Revolution, urging alliances between marginalized groups.646 This encourages 
solidarity between groups in such a way that takes historical oppression into account rather than 
relying upon a universalist vision of equality that erases that very history. 
Furthermore, Best draws attention to the ways in which poor and/or racialized groups are 
singled out for their oppressive behavior, whereas those same sentiments go unnoticed among 
Bourgeois families. She certainly does not shy away from portraying the intense anti-Semitism 
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and racism of Josèphe’s mother in particular, gradually revealing that she turned a blind eye to 
the deportation of a neighbor during World War II. Josèphe bitterly asserts that, if her anti-
Semitic mother still could, she would have Rachel deported just to get her away from the family, 
emphasizing the particular risks of reprisal that a Jewish woman runs for desiring another 
woman.647 At the same time, Josèphe notices in the context of the rise of the National Front that 
media attention consistently focuses on the aggressiveness of the “petits casseurs de 
banlieues [hooligans in the projects]” whereas the “fils de notables [sons of bigwigs]” who 
deface Jewish cemeteries are treated as outliers.648 
In “Des fenêtres pour les oiseaux,” Best also highlights the racialization of domestic 
violence discourses that portray Arab men as abusive patriarchs. When Titi, the youngest son, is 
reprimanded by a shocked bourgeois mother for taunting another boy with a vulgar homophobic 
rhyme,649 Bertoune tries to distract from her son’s bad manners by instead blaming the real 
threat in their neighborhood: “[…] les petits Bicots à qui personne n’osait rien dire de peur que 
leur père vous ouvre le ventre…”650 One of the “racaille [thugs]” in question, the father of the 
Ali family, confronts Bertoune by emphasizing their shared class position: “Toi t’es une brave 
femme qui vend son poisson à crédit, pourquoi t’as dit ça? [You’re an honest women who sells 
fish on credit, why’d you say that?]”651 If she understands their common economic struggle, then 
why would she throw him under the bus through this false accusation? Deflating in the face of 
this appeal to class solidarity, she backpedals, stammering that she doesn’t even know why she 
                                               
647 Il n’y a pas d’hommes, 326. 
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appearances. 
650 “The filthy little Arabs that no one dared mention for fear that their fathers would gut you…” Best, Le méchant 
petit jeune homme, 124. 




said that in the first place.652 It is this very same man who later risks his own physical safety to 
save her when her white husband tries to kill her. Best suggests that those who belong to multiple 
oppressed identities are disproportionately targeted for social issues, and solidarity is only 
possible if one resists protecting oneself by distancing oneself from those who are even more 
marginalized. Best clearly explores the tendency to use racism as a way to “belong” even when 
one is marginalized because of social class, while taking a clear stand against such behavior. 
Taken together, Nina Bouraoui and Mireille Best present two strikingly different portraits 
of identity ambivalence, making it clear that it cannot be assigned univocal meaning. It can be a 
way of resisting integration into Bourgeois norms or, on the contrary, can become the very 
mechanism of that integration. What I have sought to propose in this chapter is a more nuanced 
approach to interpreting epistemologies of desire as they evolve in conjunction with past and 
present contexts of power and structural violence. Intersectional reading practices must focus on 
compromises, negotiations, and ambiguities in order to nuance simplistic progress narratives that 
flatten the experiences of racialized and working-class women. In the early days of queer theory, 
Biddy Martin stated her concern that “sexuality is in the process of being centred in ways that 
make it not only autonomous, but independent of other variables” when in reality “sexuality has 
no meaning outside of the cultural contexts in which it appears.”653 Nearly thirty years later, her 
words still serve as an important reminder of how experiences of desire are conditioned by race, 
class, and culture. 
 In light of this, what might we make of Carole and Delphine, the two non-lesbians, whose 
paths separated that fateful day at the train station in Limousin? Delphine’s difficult decision to 
remain in her village suggests that certain ties are binding in complex ways, that laying claim to 
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an identity is not necessarily the focus of all women desiring women, that following the “gay 
flight” to Paris means leaving other ways of life and family property behind. The final scene of 
the film, which comes right after the viewer has seen Delphine return home to her mother, 
flashes forward a few years to 1976. Back in Paris, Carole is now helping young women navigate 
access to abortion. She returns home to her (female) partner at the end of the day, confirming for 
the viewer that she picked up with another woman where she left off with Delphine. When she 
discovers a letter from the long-lost Delphine waiting for her at home, she hastily tears it open 
with tears in her eyes. Delphine’s voice-over tells Carole that she misses her, and informs her 
that she finally managed to leave her family farm in order to buy her own piece of land in the 
South: “Ce que j’ai pas pu faire quand t’étais là à mes côtés, j’y suis arrivée des années 
après […] J’aimerais pouvoir remonter le temps, revenir à ce jour où on était ensemble dans le 
train et avoir le courage qui m’a manqué alors, mais ça…c’est pas possible.”654  
Viewed through the eyes of her abandoned ex-lover, Delphine’s path could easily be 
reduced to one of internalized homophobia and loyalty to a community that would never accept 
her avowal of her desires. At the same time, her non-linear negotiation of her love for women, 
her ambivalence to identity, and her refusal to leave her mother behind all suggest that her 
background made it impossible for her to follow the same trajectory as Carole. While it cannot 
be assigned the clear political stance of Carole’s continued actions for the MLF, Delphine’s path 
nevertheless emphasizes that there is not one obligatory telos to desire or sexuality. Resistance to 
romantic love or community based upon sexual identity has a plurality of meanings, and 
different forms of visibility allow for different affinities and forms of solidarity. The following 
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chapter will take up similar issues of solidarity, this time in relation to the universalization of 











Queer is Not Enough: 
Decolonizing Epistemologies of Desire 
De-colonial thinking is the unveiling of epistemic silences of Western epistemology and affirming the  
epistemic rights of the racially devalued. 
– Walter Mignolo655 
 In the city hall of the 20th arrondissement of Paris, a volunteer reviews the process of 
seeking asylum based upon sexual orientation with the young woman sitting across from her. 
The young woman had already spoken about her relationship with a woman and the subsequent 
violent treatment she bhad undergone at the hands of her family and community, but she was still 
struggling to translate these experiences into a clear linear narrative. This is perhaps why she 
sought legal aid from a volunteer from ARDHIS (Association pour la reconnaissance des droits 
des personnes homosexuelles et transsexuelles à l’immigration et au séjour),656 who stresses the 
importance of a coherent story to her interlocutor: “Il va falloir que tu m’expliques tout tout 
tout—et surtout ce que tu as entendu, ce que les gens ont dit. Parce que ça c’est important, il va 
falloir que tu me redises les mots qui sont revenus—si on t’a insultée, comment on t’a 
insultée…”657 She knows that the acceptance of this young woman’s application will depend 
upon the extent to which she can construct a credible narrative as a persecuted lesbian from West 
Africa658 in the eyes of her interviewer at OFPRA.659 In short, ARDHIS is helping this woman 
learn how to be a lesbian in France.  
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how they insulted you…” 
658 This asylum-seeker’s country of origin is never explicitly named. 





 This narrative is one scene from Carole Grand’s documentary, Les Portes d’Arcadie 
(Arcadia’s Doors),660 which is composed entirely of footage of meetings between sexual asylum-
seekers and the volunteers at ARDHIS. Based in Paris, ARDHIS is a well-known volunteer 
organization that offers legal aid and advice to “des personnes homosexuelles et transsexuelles 
étrangères [foreign homosexuals and transsexuals]” applying for residence in France.661 They 
primarily help two categories of people: people seeking asylum in France on the basis of fleeing 
persecution in their country of origin due to their “orientation sexuelle [sexual orientation]” or 
“genre [gender],” and bi-national couples trying to live together in France.662 In order to be 
allowed basic rights and protections, these people must present themselves according to the new 
norms of gay and lesbian sexual citizenship. And yet, ironically, a significant portion of their 
work consists of helping people to whom the “progressive” legalization of same-sex marriage in 
2013 still does not apply.663 ARDHIS’s work is a product of the paradoxes that constitute sexual 
democracy in France today: people flee oppression in their previous countries of residence in 
order to establish themselves in an apparently more “LGBT-friendly” country that in reality 
imposes a new set of constraints upon them. 
 As ARDHIS’s work makes clear, asylum-seekers’ narratives perceived to confirm 
authentic sexual identities construct rather than reflect conceptions of desiring subjectivity, often 
with serious material consequences. The narrative construction of sexual identity legally 
legitimizes subjects through acts of misrecognition that may impact how they present and 
conceive of themselves. Interviewers of asylum-seekers rely on cultural stereotypes related to 
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661 ARDHIS, “Bienvenu-e-s! L’ARDHIS, c’est quoi?,” ARDHIS – Association pour la reconnaissance des droits des 
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their country of origin, expect their trajectories to reflect Western norms of disclosure and 
“coming out,” or use the asylum-seeker’s knowledge of their home or host country’s gay culture 
as a measure of their authenticity as a sexual minority subject.664 Borders function as messy geo-
spatial sites where individuals must translate their experiences—culturally and linguistically—to 
make them appear coherent and authentic to judges in the host country. While the stakes for 
sexual asylum-seekers are sometimes higher than for others, that process of translation impacts 
all migrants, immigrants, and traveling subjects who need or want to make themselves legible in 
a new context. Exploring migrating or diasporic subjects elucidates the processes through which 
global capitalism reconfigures intimate practices and modes of self-understanding.  
 The emerging field of queer migration and diaspora studies has sought to elucidate how 
sexual ontologies and epistemologies travel and shape individual and community understandings 
of intimacy, kinship, and belonging. In the context of sexual nationalisms, queer theorists and 
activists alike have sought to resist the increasing normativity of gay and lesbian identities 
through an approach to sexuality that recognizes the specificity and legitimacy of many non-
Western modes of kinship and desire. Throughout this dissertation, I have shown the diversity of 
practices and identities at work even within a label such as “lesbian,” and in Chapter Three I 
proposed an epistemologically-focused reading practice that draws out that diversity as it 
interacts dynamically with race and class. In this chapter, I will develop that Massadian 
framework in the context of lesbian and queer women’s immigration specifically, to ask how 
critiques of the universalization of sexuality in the context of neocolonial migration patterns 
might push scholars to reframe their approach to studying non-normative desire. I will explore 
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the emerging and overlapping responses of queer antiracist activism and queer postcolonial 
studies to the rise of sexual democracy in Europe and France. While Massad’s work is often read 
as a blanket condemnation of all activism and scholarship related to sexuality in a non-Western 
context, I suggest that, in the context of neocolonial migration, his work is helpful in developing 
a decolonial approach to what Walter Mignolo has called “the unveiling of epistemic silences of 
Western epistemology.” Massad, who emphatically refuses a positive project in relation to 
sexuality, nevertheless questions fundamental assumptions about the hermeneutics of desire in 
such a way that reframes gender and sexuality studies as a discipline and queer activism as a 
practice.  
 This chapter draws on anthropological, sociological, and cultural studies scholarship in 
order to examine how activists and scholars have reconfigured their approaches to universalizing 
sexuality in an age of homonationalism and gay internationalism. First, I will look at some of the 
debates surrounding Massad’s critiques of sexuality that have taken place among activists and 
politically-engaged scholars. I will then put him in conversation with some lesbian and queer 
activist groups in order to ask how his epistemological critiques play out in debates specifically 
within the context of immigration. In particular, I will look at two Paris-based groups, the 
Lesbiennes of color and the Queers et trans révolutionnaires, who position themselves against 
homonationalism, in order to think critically about the possibilities and limitations of queer and 
Massadian approaches to desiring subjectivity. 
 Since both of these approaches stress the political importance of understandings of desire, 
I will devote the last portion of this chapter to the question of apprehending same-sex intimacy in 
texts that resist making themselves visible as gay or lesbian—or even as queer. While the last 




Hexagon, this chapter more explicitly explores how scholars of French and Francophone studies 
might consider such issues in an explicitly transnational context. In doing so, I gesture to the 
importance of developing epistemologically-attentive reading practices in regard to postcolonial 
literature specifically. Rather than constructing corpuses of “LGBT” or “queer” literature, one 
might instead examine how and when it is tempting to apply these labels, and which sorts of 
literature become legible within those categories. If in the previous chapters I have engaged with 
authors who self-identify as lesbian or queer, or who ambivalently accept such labels in various 
ways, in this chapter I draw attention to the limitations of an approach that remains invested in 
“queering” texts, specifically in a postcolonial context. Then, by reading Cameroonian novelist 
Léonora Miano’s Crépuscule du tourment (Twilight of Torment), I propose a decolonial 
approach to apprehending desire as it travels between the so-called Global North and Global 
South. This decolonial approach, which remains indebted to Massad’s own approach to 
interpreting fictional desires, seeks to move beyond simplistic notions of agency and authenticity 
when analyzing the myriad forms that desiring subjectivity can take. Such an approach relies 




Lesbiennes of Color Solidarity in an Age of Homonationalism 
 In 2012, the partial translation of Jasbir Puar’s Terrorist Assemblages made the term 




common parlance in many progressive LGBT and queer activist circles.665 Joseph Massad’s 
concept of the “gay international” has been harder to swallow, however, for those committed to 
organizing around sexuality. In a 2002 article in Public Culture that would form the core of 
Chapter Three of Desiring Arabs (2007), and then in Chapter Three of Islam in Liberalism 
(2015), he argues that sexual identities—including queer “anti-identity”—are not universal 
categories of knowledge but are rather particular ways of understanding subjectivity.666 Like 
John D’Emilio (whom he cites), Massad believes that the rise of sexual identities, and social 
communities organized around them, is a product of how the capitalist free labor economy 
gradually transformed family structures.667 Since those structures have not existed in other 
contexts in the same way, practices should not assume to mirror their development in the West. 
The assumption that sexual identities are widespread and are the only legitimate way to conceive 
of same-sex desires is an incitement to discourse that ultimately seeks to create the communities 
that it is said to name, with severe consequences around the globe. Reception of Massad’s work 
tends to focus on the relationship between individual agency, authenticity, and identity.  
 In 2013, La Revue des livres published an interview with Massad regarding his critiques 
of the totalizing Western paradigm of sexuality.668 In the following issue, Philippe Colomb, 
former president of ARDHIS, co-wrote an article expressing concern regarding Massad’s blanket 
condemnation of all activism related to sexuality. I will quote this response at length because it 
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concisely sums up the interpretation of Massad’s work that is most common amongst LGBT- or 
queer-identifying activists and scholars more broadly: 
Quand nous lisons l’entretien, nous comprenons ceci: il y aurait eu des sociétés 
qui avaient d’autres configurations sexuelles que l’Occident (sur ce point, nous 
sommes d’accord), le colonialisme leur a imposé les configurations occidentales, 
et toute action aujourd’hui – y compris de défense des droits humains – qui 
reprendrait peu ou prou les catégories coloniales qui se sont imposées dans ces 
pays (quand bien même elles correspondraient aux configurations actuelles, du 
fait de cette imposition) serait néocoloniale. N’y-a-t-il (sic) pas là une aporie à 
vouloir à la fois dénoncer cette imposition comme violente, réelle et effective, et 
refuser une action qui prendrait en compte la réalité des configurations sexuelles 
actuelles quand bien même elles seraient le résultat de cette imposition coloniale ? 
N’y-a-t-il (sic) pas un certain schématisme à croire qu’il y aurait des 
configurations sexuelles ‘originales’ (sic) qu’il faudrait ‘redécouvrir’ derrière les 
impositions coloniales? […] Loin d’être passives, les sociétés inventent (pour le 
meilleur et pour le pire) face à la domination extérieure. Ce phénomène n’existe-t-
il pas dans le cas des configurations sexuelles?669 
Massad is seen as enforcing a binarism between authentic local sexualities and inauthentic 
imposed Western models, refusing the complexity of subject formation in a global age. 
According to Colomb and Lavignotte, this glosses over the complexity of sexual practices and 
identities in the wake of colonialism, thus denying local populations agency by dismissing them 
as being brainwashed by imperialism. Though they of course agree to denounce the racist 
rhetoric espoused by “une partie des mouvements LGBT (mais une partie seulement!) [one part 
of LGBT movements (but only one part!)],” they cannot accept the “radicalization” of his views 
concerning homonationalism, which is wrong to dismiss all LGBT activists by lumping them 
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together “dans une même ‘grosse boîte’ [in one ‘big box’].”670 Given that the universalization of 
sexuality has taken place through imperial channels, is all activism related to sexuality destined, 
as Massad suggests, to reproduce the world in the West’s image? In the wake of colonialism and 
in the thick of neocolonial global capitalism, can conceiving of desire in an epistemologically 
non-assimilationist fashion form the basis of any form of anticolonial solidarity?  
 While I cannot pretend to produce a definitive response here, I would like to put Massad 
in conversation with contemporary lesbian and queer activist groups in France in order to 
examine the application of his approach in the context of immigration, especially as it relates to 
the often-ignored question of desire between women. How can critiques of the universalization 
of sexuality help contemporary groups to think through their own activism? And how, in turn, 
might some of those activists push us to critically reflect upon the implications of Massad’s 
epistemological critiques in a context where gay, lesbian and queer identities have indeed already 
in many ways been universalized? The apparent impasse that Massad’s work represents for many 
scholars and activists may in fact point to other forms of solidarity that do not rely upon the 
homonationalist oversimplification of personal narratives in exchange for limited rights—forms 
of solidarity that are in certain ways already being exercised by people on the ground.  
 A few contemporary French organizations have collaborated to develop networks of 
support for a range of migrants, immigrants, and asylum-seekers whose non-normative desires 
inform their experiences—be it as an official part of the legal process, or an important aspect of 
their support network. The most well-known by far is the aforementioned ARDHIS, followed by 
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the smaller, lesbian-specific organization Les Lesbiennes dépassent les frontières (Lesbians 
Beyond Borders, or LDF). Both of them are led by volunteers who by and large identify as gay 
or lesbian and typically have no experience as migrants and asylum-seekers themselves, but who 
wish to provide a safe space in which their interlocutors can speak openly of their experiences 
with same-sex desire without fearing judgment.671 Whereas ARDHIS is a legally-recognized 
association, LDF has chosen to remain “sous forme de réseau [in the form of a network]” since 
its founding in 2011, seeing itself as a lesbian-specific group complementary to ARDHIS.672 I 
will now turn to discuss the activities of another informal solidarity group that does not 
necessarily see itself as complementary to ARDHIS and LDF in their political position and 
focus: the Lesbiennes of Color (hereafter referred to as the LOCs). Before I do so, however, I 
should say a word on source material. 
 LOCs, like most activist groups, communicate primarily through blogs and social media, 
events and conferences, and their presence and slogans at protests. Thus, unlike the preceding 
chapters of this dissertation, this one will rely largely on information gathered during my 
attendance of events in the greater Paris area, in-person communication and interviews, and a 
small body of written source material (primarily, though not exclusively, published online). This 
is not meant to be an exhaustive exploration of such groups in Paris, much less in France more 
broadly, but rather a group-specific reflection that raises larger questions about responses to 
homonationalism.  
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 Based in the Paris region, the LOCs were formed in 2009 by racialized lesbians, many of 
whom are immigrants or have had refugee status in France, with the aim of approaching lesbian 
solidarity from an antiracist perspective. The LOCs develop personal networks through which to 
help migrants and asylum-seekers who self-identify or could be identified as “lesbians.” Like the 
Groupe du 6 novembre, some of whose former members are now part of LOCs,673 they are triply 
“non-mixte [non-mixed]” (though unlike the Groupe they also accept gender minorities who are 
not cisgender women). LOCs have stated that they are looking to find “un terme [les] définissant 
mieux [a term that better defines them],” but that they use the catch-all Anglophone expression 
“of color”  strategically to emphasize transnational solidarity with “l’ensemble des lesbiennes qui 
sont issues des anciennes colonies, descendantes de l’esclavage, migrantes qui subissent 
l’intersectionnalité des oppressions (racisme, sexisme, lesbophobie, classisme) et qui la 
questionnent.”674 
 The LOCs adopt a strategy of anti-homonationalist visibility by positioning themselves 
within the context of lesbian of color organizing internationally, with an emphasis on antiracist 
organizing. The LOCs refuse to participate in Gay Pride because it is too “blanc-centrée [white-
centric]” and “gay-centrée [gay-centric],” and in 2011 and 2012 they organized a counter-protest 
and concert, the Rassemblement d’actions lesbiennes (Lesbian Action Meeting, or RAL)675 in 
front of the historical Institut du monde arabe in Paris.676 This allowed a number of refugees to 
speak to the crowd directly about their experiences, rather than allowing their stories and 
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presence to be assimilated into the main march. Indeed, they have regularly issued statements 
against Gay Pride’s commercialization and co-optation, which, they claim, has strayed far from 
the Stonewall Riots that it is said to commemorate. Indeed, they are not a part of Inter-LGBT, the 
network of associations who organize pride every June. In 2011, when the Inter-LGBT 
announced the official Pride poster of a white rooster sporting a feather boa, they denounced its 
recourse to nationalist imagery, calling it “raciste et pétainiste [racist and pro-Pétain].”677  They 
also applauded Judith Butler’s solidarity in the fight against homonationalism when she refused 
the civil courage award presented to her at Berlin Pride in 2010.678 As one spokeswoman for 
LOCs stated in a recent interview, “Il est hors de question pour nous d’appartenir à des 
associations LGBT mainstream qui reproduisent des schémas d’oppression et de domination.”679  
 For them, the question of visibility is profoundly political and cannot be reduced to a 
mere politics of representation. Indeed, this is why they accept only racialized women who desire 
women, as they recognize the unique challenges that they will face in French society. In March 
2017, I interviewed Sabreen Al’Rassace, one of the founders of LOCs and their most visible 
spokeswoman, who spoke to me at length about the instrumentalization of LOCs’ stories.680 
Al’Rassace, a Djiboutian refugee and well-known activist in Paris, has sought to create 
independent forums of expression for racialized women from the Global South, given the hyper-
visibility of stereotypical narratives focused on the oppression of women in African and Middle-
                                               
677 Lesbiennes of Color, “Ni coqs gaulois ni poules pondeuses!,” Les mots sont importants, April 16, 2011, 
http://lmsi.net/Ni-coqs-gaulois-ni-poules. Marshal Philippe Pétain was the leader of the Vichy regime during World 
War II, who, having been democratically granted special powers by the National Assembly, acted to assist the Nazi 
genocide of Jewish people. 
678 Lesbiennes of Color, “Statement by Lesbiennes of Color (LOCs, Lesbians of Color) in France Against Racism in 
LGBTQ Communities in Germany,” No Homonationalism (blog), July 29, 2010, 
http://nohomonationalism.blogspot.com/2010/07/statement-by-lesbiennes-of-color-locs.html. 
679 “It’s out of the question for us to belong to mainstream LGBT associations that reproduce patterns of oppression 
and domination.” Sabreen Al’Rassace, quoted in Rania Berrada, “Lesbiennes et racisées, des luttes invisibles?,” 
Well Well Well: la revue lesbienne, Fall – Winter 2016, 88. 




Eastern countries. Al’Rassace, who is a documentary film-maker, stated that she had been 
contacted by director Parvez Charma when he was filming Jihad for Love, a documentary 
describing the experiences of gay and lesbian subjects in the “Muslim world” and its diasporas, 
including those in Paris.681 Over the course of her involvement, however, she became wary of the 
project when Charma asked her out of nowhere to don a niqab during the shoot. Al’Rassace, who 
has in many contexts spoken out against the wearing of the veil, refused this director’s 
exoticizing and objectifying approach to her story, as he was clearly aiming to produce images 
confirming pre-existing notions of Muslim women. Such representations lending “visibility” to 
lesbians of color in fact serve to drown out their voices in order to provide native informant 
evidence to reinforce gay internationalism. Though Al’Rassace and LOCs do grant interviews to 
the lesbian and feminist press, they are exceedingly wary of the ways in which their stories are 
instrumentalized by gay internationalist journalists and organizations.  
 For LOCs, supporting racialized migrants means providing women with platforms 
through which they can tell their own unmediated stories. In November 2016, LOCs invited a 
number of activists and asylum-seekers to Paris VIII, to speak about activism in their countries 
of origin. This event was “non-mixte” in terms of gender, but not in terms of race, so I was in 
attendance.682 At this meeting, multiple representatives spoke to the problematic so-called 
“solidarity” of many European activists and NGOs. One activist from Morocco683 stated that 
European funding from LGBT NGOs and foreign embassies (notably from the Netherlands) have 
only reached out to get involved in extreme situations that will allow them to portray lesbians in 
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the most “caricatural” terms possible.684 Echoing Massad’s concerns about an international 
incitement to discourse, multiple activists state that NGOs’ determination to increase visibility 
has put many women in danger and has led to increased state surveillance. One Tunisian activist 
stated that the “ONG-isation [NGO-ization]” of activism since the 2011 Revolution has led to 
increased surveillance that has further endangered individuals who act upon same-sex desire 
(whether they lay claim to a particular sexual identity or not). 
 Increased financing in Tunisia in particular has primarily served the training of activists 
according to NGO-dictated criteria that do not necessarily correspond to the on-the-ground needs 
of the populations they are supposedly trying to help. The LGBT rights organization Shams, for 
example, has an Internet radio station that allows Tunisian gays and lesbians to tell their stories 
to an international audience. However, they have been criticized by Tunisian journalists for 
caring more about a radio station that can broadcast local misérabiliste stories to a European 
audience than about tactics that would be more likely to bring about concrete change, such as 
abandoning a strict policy of secularism in order to engage in discussion with influential Muslim 
leaders who are open to having such dialogue.685 Other organizations in North Africa focus on 
visibility rather than material support. In Algeria, the Abu Nawas collective organizes the 
“Journée nationale des LGBTI algérien(ne)s [National day of LGBTI Algerian men and 
women],” which encourages Algerians to quietly raise awareness of LGBT issues by lighting a 
single candle at 8pm on the day on October 10 every year (referred to, in English, as 
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“TenTen”).686 Since 2011, Alouen has also begun a variety of pro-visibility initiatives, including 
a podcast where they invite individuals to share their experiences with homophobia.687 They also 
publish Lexo Fanzine, Algeria’s first lesbian magazine, a short digital publication featuring 
international lesbian culture (primarily from the United States and Europe).688 As one activist at 
the LOCs meeting stated, “Tout ce qui relève de la survie matérielle des individus n’est pas pris 
en considération [Anything that relates to the material survival of individuals is not taken into 
consideration].” The funding of organizations with full-time staff, many of whom are external to 
the communities in which they work, does not make its way to the individuals that those 
organizations claim to help. The LOCs thus situate themselves transnationally and in dialogue 
with people on the ground (especially in France’s former colonies), and yet do so with the hope 
that existing networks of Western NGOs might be replaced with models that actually respond 
to—rather than dictating—the needs of local populations.  
 Their critiques of Western-funded NGOs reflect Massad’s broader issues with the gay 
international. Massad is clear that he is not opposed to all forms of solidarity, but rather is wary 
of the ways in which this term has been resignified to erase grassroots efforts and replace them 
with white savior NGOs whose aim is professionalization. In Islam in Liberalism, he lists the 
problematic imperialist strategies of the groups that he denounces, which consist: 
(1) of identifying the victims of repression in Egypt and “Islamic” countries as 
“gay” when the victims have not identified themselves as such nor constituted 
themselves as groups nor called upon Euro-American or West European gays to 
come to their rescue; (2) of leading the struggle on behalf of such victims under 
the pretext that the victims are unable or unfit (the difference between the two is 
slight) to defend themselves or even to call for help, and indeed go as far as 
establishing their groups for them in their own countries and then proceeding to 
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fund them; (3) and of teaching (not learning from) the victims how to identify and 
defend themselves.689 
In this passage, Massad is speaking specifically to the context of international organizations that 
operate according to one narrow definition of aid as a thinly-veiled justification for their 
continued neocolonial presence abroad (despite the individual intentions of the local actors 
involved). Within the context of migration, to what extent might this definition of solidarity urge 
us to think through activist strategies in the context of diasporas in France? 
 From an economic and political perspective, LOCs view their work within a network of 
transnational activists who want to counteract the professionalization of activism and return to a 
grassroots model. LOCs share with Massad a refusal to speak for others and a resistance to the 
professionalization of activism. First, LOCs do not recruit, but rather serve as a resource for 
individuals who reach out to them. Second, all of their platforms for visibility allow refugees and 
asylum-seekers to speak for themselves directly and without mediation, unless those individuals 
specifically request help in telling their stories. Finally, they do not accept money from 
governments and large-scale foundations. Despite their constant lack of funds, LOCs generally 
rely on collectively-raised money—often through local concerts or cultural events—and provide 
direct financial and material aid to immigrants and refugees (finding them housing, providing 
them with food, creating spaces for community-building and knowledge-sharing among 
individuals facing similar roadblocks).  
 From an epistemological standpoint, however, their investment in the visibility of 
“lesbians” of color seems to contribute to precisely the kinds of homonationalist efforts that they 
purport to oppose. One of their aims is to “montrer qu’il existe un militantisme lesbien en dehors 
de l’Europe, qui évolue selon son contexte propre [show that there is lesbian activism outside of 
                                               




Europe, that evolves according to its own context].”690 Sabreen Al’Rassace has stated that, 
though this is not the most operative term for women in other countries, it is a term that “circule 
à cause de la colonisation [circulates because of colonization].”691 In an age of Internet key word 
searches, she uses it to make LOCs as visible as possible for migrants seeking resources: “Ça 
facilite l’identification [It facilitates identification].”692 In a public presentation at Paris VIII, they 
recognized the problematic universalization of the term “lesbian” cross-culturally while still 
strategically making use of it in the context of France specifically.693 The LOCs thus 
simultaneously recognize the problematic universalization of sexuality while strategically 
employing such labels in order to make themselves recognizable to those who might seek them 
out as a resource. The LOCs are thus an example of a group that is politically anti-imperialist and 
anti-colonial while also adhering to the term lesbian and speaking openly of lesbian activities 
around the world. Their activism in the messy context of contemporary migration draws out a 
recurring tension in Massad’s work between the economic and the epistemological: as 
problematic as the imposition of identities internationally undoubtedly is, might it still be 
possible to organize around such strategic essentialisms if those efforts do not seek to promote 
that imposition, and remain grassroots efforts? Does the history and development of a label have 
the same effect when it is not being evoked in the context of NGOs abroad?  
 While this question seems in many senses to have been endlessly played out to the point 
of having reached a complete and utter impasse, I would like to suggest that focusing on the 
category of “lesbian” in particular both reinforces the importance of Massad’s redefinition of 
solidarity while also nuancing what is perceived to be his blanket condemnation of all Western 
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sexual terminology amongst anticolonial activists. Against activists such as Philippe Colomb, 
who read Massad as closing down all possible discussion about the politicization of sexual 
identity, I would like to suggest that, according to Massad’s own definitions of solidarity, one 
cannot apply his critiques universally in the context of postcolonial immigration. This becomes 
apparent when opening up the definition of “lesbianism,” as we did in Chapter One, to look 
critically at the different narratives of desire and intimate life that are demanded within the logic 
of gay internationalist discourse. 
 
 
Lesbians against Lesbonationalism? 
 Since the controversies spawned by his 2002 article in Public Culture, Massad has 
responded time and time again to two different questions that I have come to see as interrelated: 
First, on what grounds can one oppose all “LGBT” activists invested in the question of sexuality 
internationally, and second, why are lesbians seemingly absent from this discussion? Indeed, 
even amongst scholars highly critical of homonationalism and the gay international, Massad is 
the only one who appears to reject all existing forms of sexuality-based activism. Jasbir Puar, for 
instance, positions herself in solidarity with certain queer activists. In 2012, an exchange with 
Palestinian queer activists led Puar and her co-author Maya Mikdashi to clarify that their 
critiques of homonationalism are aimed at organizations within the United States, and that, 
internationally, “regional organizing needs to rely on its own strategies to be effective.”694 Puar 
went on to explicitly endorse Palestinian queer activism in an article the following year: “The 
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challenge, then, is to not allow the liberal or establishment gays in Euro-America (who are the 
primary targets of pinkwashing) to redirect the script of anti-pinkwashing activism away from 
the radical non-liberal approach of PQBDS [Palestinian Queers for Boycott, Divestment and 
Sanctions] and Al-Qaws.”695 For Puar, one cannot dismiss sexual minority struggles abroad 
when they take an anticolonial and anti-pinkwashing stance. 
 In response to that approach, Massad has responded by stating that the systems of 
knowledge produced within the framework of sexuality assimilate local populations and justify 
Western NGOs and their funding structures. Though in many ways in agreement with Puar, 
Massad disagrees with her in respect to certain forms of LGBT and queer activism abroad that 
“[…] target the imperial circuits through which the dissemination of sexuality is enacted but not 
its universalization as a category and as epistemology and ontology, which [Puar] seems to think 
can be universalized through non-imperial channels.”696 Massad has meticulously shown that 
organizations such as Al-Qaws are funded through the same private foundations—namely the 
Ford Foundation and the Astraea Lesbian Foundation for Justice—that fund the two largest gay 
internationalist organizations: the International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans and Intersex 
Association (ILGA),697 and the International Gay and Lesbian Human Rights Commission 
(IGLHRC),698 which both have consultative roles within the United Nations and the European 
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Union.699 ILGA publishes an annual State-Sponsored Homophobia report as well as maps of 
sexual orientation laws in the world. One of its regional off-shoots, ILGA-Europe, works to help 
LGBT asylum-seekers migrate to Europe, which is represented as a place where “human rights 
of LGBTI people are generally more respected.”700 In comparing the situation of various forms 
of non-normative desire across borders, these organizations flatten the myriad different ways in 
which these subjects conceive of themselves. Their 2017 map of “Sexual Orientation Laws in the 
World” classifies Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia as states that “criminalize homosexuality.”701  
                                               
699 Massad has demonstrated that all of the organizations he discusses are foreign-funded and could not be qualified 
as grassroots. This has been clear when Massad has been challenged by activists in the Middle East to defend his 
position. In December 2009, an interview with Massad published in Reset DOC (https://www.resetdoc.org/story/the-
west-and-the-orientalism-of-sexuality/) led to a published response by Ghassan Makarem, co-founder of Lebanese 
LGBT-rights organization Helem, who emphasized this organization’s anti-imperial stance, boycott of Jerusalem 
Pride in 2006, and accused Massad of dismissing, “from his privileged position as a university professor in the 
United States,” the violence faced by queer subjects in Lebanon and in the Arab world more broadly 
(https://www.resetdoc.org/story/we-are-not-agents-of-the-west/). Massad’s rejoinder chides Makarem for presenting 
Helem as a grassroots organization with roots in 1960s gay activism when “Helem, in sharp contrast, is an NGO that 
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their funding primarily from the United States and Western Europe through organizations such as the Astraea 
Foundation, the Arcus Foundation, and the Open Society Institute (https://www.ngo-monitor.org/annual-ngos-
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are-not-agents-of-the-west/; Massad, “‘I Criticize Gay Internationalists, Not Gays’: Joseph Massad Counter-Replies 
to Ghassan Makarem,” Reset Dialogues on Civilizations (blog), December 14, 2009, 
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different articles of the legal codes of each country, which use a variety of terms to designate the practices that 
ILGA assimilates under the banner of homosexuality. The official French translation of Article 338 of Algeria’s 
Penal code (available on their government website) does indeed mention acts of “homosexualité”; the Arabic 
version, however, refers to “al-shudhūdh al-jinsee ʿlā skakhs min nafs jinsihi” which roughly translates to “sexual 
deviance with someone of the same sex.” Article 489 of the Moroccan penal code and Article 230 in Tunisia contain 
similar clauses against “actes contre nature [unnatural acts]” with members of the same sex and “sodomie 
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 If grassroots solidarity could exist, then it certainly cannot when Western-funded. In his 
interview in the Revue des livres a few years prior to the publication of Islam in Liberalism, he 
responds to the tendency of activist groups to subscribe to Puar’s approach rather than his 
because it gives them “une façon de sortir de l’impasse dans laquelle ils avaient le sentiment 
(justifié) que mon livre, Desiring Arabs, les conduisait.”702 Yet this shutdown of foreign-funded 
NGOs can hardly be said to shut down the discussion entirely, since it raises a number of 
questions about what it would mean to take a decolonial approach to addressing the 
contemporary politics of desire. To do so requires returning to the second common critique that I 
raised: where do lesbians fit into all this, and why do we see so few of them in debates on 
homonationalism, in comparison to gay men? 
 In his rejoinder to Colomb and Lavignotte in the Revue des livres, Massad responds to the 
accusation of leaving lesbians (and transgender people)703 out of his critiques of the gay 
international, stating that it is not he who ignores lesbians, but the activists and organizations that 
he discusses: “[…] c’est au contraire les campagnes des internationalistes gays qui se focalisent 
sur les hommes, dont les relations paraissent plus menaçantes aux internationales gays comme 
aux internationales straight que les relations sexuelles des femmes.”704 I am in agreement with 
Massad that lesbians are undoubtedly much less visible in gay internationalist literature of all 
stripes, and that desire between women seems somehow to be less threatening. However, I 
believe that this absence merits a fuller account, in order to provide a more complete picture of 
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the interlocking dynamics of femonationalism, homonationalism, and gay internationalism. 
Decolonizing Western epistemologies requires us to become attuned to the silences that are 
systematic of broader dynamics of oppression. 
 In Impossible Desires, Gayatri Gopinath notes the “elision of queer female subjectivity 
within seemingly radical cultural and political diasporic projects that center a gay male or 
heterosexual feminist diasporic subject,” and refutes the “splitting of queerness from feminism 
that marks such projects.”705 Though my divergence from Gopinath’s project will become clear 
in the next section of this chapter, I nevertheless draw upon her centering of the lesbian subject 
in understandings of contemporary migration. I have elsewhere noted the tendency in Massad’s 
work to reproduce the compartmentalization of women’s and LGBT issues that is operative 
within recent efforts to co-opt grassroots social movements: on the one hand, femonationalist 
discourses that focus on (presumably) heterosexual women, and on the other hand, 
homonationalist discourses that use the umbrella “LGBT” but that target, as Massad notes, gay 
men.706 Giving a central place to the particular struggles of migrant women who desire women 
and their relationship to lesbian identity highlights how the separation between LGBT politics 
and feminism becomes crucial to the constitution of legitimate sexual subjectivity in the eyes of 
the French administration. This is precisely because, as we saw in Chapter One, the term 
“lesbian” masks a tension between structural critiques of heterosexuality (in the tradition of 
radical lesbianism) and a depoliticized, “natural” inclination towards one’s own sex/gender 
(under the sexual orientation model). Throughout the migration and integration process, lesbian 
subjects are pressured to adhere to the latter definition. 
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 In 2010, the Council of Europe adopted a recommendation stating that EU member states 
“should recognize that a well-founded fear of persecution based on sexual orientation or gender 
identity may be a valid ground for granting of refugee status and asylum under national law.”707 
This ruling participates in a broader project that frames progress and rights based on the 
depoliticization of sexuality by classifying it exclusively as a biologically-rooted gender-based 
preference.708 Legal scholar Thomas Spijkerboer concisely sums up the ambivalence of the so-
called “gains” in rights for “LGBT” refugees around the globe when he affirms that “[…] if we 
want to advocate the right to asylum for people who fear persecution on account of their sexual 
or gender desires or acts, we have no other option but to use LGBT as an identity category and as 
a basis for human rights claims. But it should come as no surprise that, in doing so, we get on 
board the homo- and transphobic implications of sexual identity for free.”709 Thus, while the 
work of ARDHIS is laudable insofar as they are responding to a human need produced by the 
administration, its work remains rooted in helping people to access minimal economic stability 
and safety by reinforcing homonormative narratives. 
 For lesbians, whose relative absence in mainstream media means that they have fewer 
cultural narratives readily available to them, legibility can prove particularly difficult.710 Jules 
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Falquet has suggested that they must overcompensate to prove in a recognizable way that they 
have been persecuted because of their sexuality: “En effet, pour que les lois s’appliquent, on 
demande aux lesbiennes d’avoir été visibles en tant que telles, ce qui est rarement possible, et 
que des persécutions contre des lesbiennes soient observables dans le pays—or, si les lesbiennes 
sont invisibles, comment pourrait-on les persécuter ‘visiblement’?”711 They are thus perhaps less 
likely to seek asylum under that label than they are to have recourse to circuits of what Jules 
Falquet has called “hetero-circulation,” and in particular “mariages blancs [literally, white 
marriages]” or “mariages gris [gray marriages]”712 with men, as they can more easily fit into a 
narrative through which they would be recognizable as victims deserving of rights.713 Bi-lateral 
conventions make it less likely for many women to seek permanent residence in France based 
upon their marriages, even if they have willing partners in France. The system thus doubly 
functions to divorce lesbian identity from structural resistance to heterosexuality as an economic 
institution: first, by ensuring that they cleave to the criteria of the sexual orientation model, and 
second, by pushing women into precarious situations in which they must be legally and 
financially dependent upon men. Ultimately, this contributes to migrant women’s economic 
precarity and participation in the “care industry” in order to perpetuate the gendered division of 
labor for (largely white) middle- and upper-class women.714  
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 The LOCs’ use of the term “lesbian,” however, differs politically from the sexual 
orientation model in several ways. They define themselves as “lesbiennes politiques féministes 
radicales dissidentes du régime hétérosocial et hétéropatriarcal [radical political feminist lesbians 
and dissidents from the heterosocial and heteropatriarchal regime],” invested in creating a space 
for “luttes articulées [interconnected struggles]” that are ignored by other groups in the lesbian 
feminist movement.715 They seek to counteract the hetero-circulation of migrant women, which 
render women vulnerable in order to keep them bound to low-paying jobs in the care industry. 
They thus see the struggle of lesbian asylum-seekers as one based upon a refusal to integrate 
themselves into structures of heterosexuality by, for instance, helping women to obtain residency 
or access necessities without defaulting to legal and financial arrangements with men, which 
could result in their dependence upon abusive and unsafe domestic arrangements.  
 The LOCs’ sexual politics are both shaped by and rooted in a critique of global 
capitalism and the fallacious progress narratives upon which it depends. They consider the 
development of sexual asylum within the context of “Fortress Europe,” which they view as the 
“key culprit in this terrible human tragedy.”716 The desperation leading to deaths of migrants 
stems from the economic policies enforced by the World Trade Organization and the 
International Monetary Fund, who drive migration by maintaining the Global North/South 
economic divide; if the EU was truly committed to international aid, then it would conceive of 
relations with “Africa, the Middle East, and Asia such that they reflect a real partnership instead 
of solely serving Europe’s financial and trade interests.”717 Al’Rassace has stated that the LOCs 
are “les premières concernées par la déchéance de nationalité, l’état d’urgence, les politiques 
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migratoires [the first ones to be affected by the revocation of citizenship rights, state of 
emergency, and migration policies].”718 For them, even migration resulting from oppression as a 
woman desiring women or self-identified lesbian cannot be understood outside of the legacies of 
colonization and the pauperization of populations of the Global South. Becoming officially 
recognized as a lesbian in the eyes of the state requires placing any other political commitments 
second to the discourse of sexual rights, but their grassroots solidarity efforts remain firmly 
rooted in a political lesbianism that is forcibly drowned out by the OFPRA and the media more 
broadly. 
 To lump the grassroots activism of political forms of lesbianism (intersectional lesbian 
feminism, radical lesbianism) together with the lesbonationalism of bodies such as the ILGA and 
IGLHRC would be to strengthen homonationalist and femonationalist discourses. In Chapter 
Two, I argued that Foucault’s theory of sexuality could not be applied in the same way to radical 
lesbian feminism as to the sexual orientation model. Similarly, I would like to suggest here that it 
may not always make sense to assume that Massad’s Foucaultian critiques condemn all forms of 
solidarity related to the label “lesbian,” especially in the context of immigration. This is not to 
say that none of them apply, but rather that, instead of being interpreted as a dismissal of any and 
all uses of labels related to politicized sexualities, Massad’s work might instead be used to look 
critically at the sorts of narratives that most interventions—and their funding structures—rely 
upon or make visible. 
 To apply critiques of identity politics in the same manner to all sexuality-related activism 
is to gloss over some of the complexities inherent in efforts to find contemporary forms of 
solidarity that do not seek to universalize identities, justify NGO intervention, or reinforce 
stereotypes of “traditional,” “Arab,” or “Muslim” societies. Rather, they can foreground 
                                               




antiracism and the legacy of colonization and center an anticapitalist perspective by contesting 
the logic of heterocirculation that is built into a rights-based model of sexuality. The larger issue, 
perhaps, for groups such as LOCs, lies not necessarily in a single problematic meaning related to 
the term “lesbian” so much as it lies in the paradoxical position that they put themselves in 
through the strategic use of a term that has a multiplicity of different political meanings in a 
global context. As Jin Haritaworn has emphasized, groups wanting greater visibility through 
such recognizable terms are more likely to be co-opted and instrumentalized: “Ironically, such 
work often becomes more complicated with increasing visibility and professionalisation, and is 
often policed and domesticated by funding relationships that are inseparable from exceptionalist, 
neocolonial, neoliberal and even militarist paradigms.”719 And indeed, as Al’Rassace 
experienced through her participation in Jihad for Love, visibility often comes at the price of 
nuance.  
  The Lesbiennes of Color are part of a larger network of activists and scholars who have 
engaged in transnational antiracist coalition-building. I have begun this discussion of activism 
with a group who self-identifies as “lesbian” in order to challenge the perception of all forms of 
lesbianism as politically-problematic in comparison to queer politics. LOCs insist upon this term, 
in fact, precisely because the catch-all term “queer” so often erases the experience of women and 
remains implicitly focused upon gay men. At the same time, they are not necessarily at odds with 
“queer” groups, and in fact actively organize and maintain ties with activist networks of 
racialized queer and trans people. Unlike the (predominantly white) queer activists and scholars 
discussed in Chapter Two, however, these activists often meet in a “non-mixité” defined by race 
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as well as by gender. It is to this most recent wave of activism since the mid-2010s that I shall 
now turn in order to examine global solidarity networks of intersectional organizing. 
 
 
Queerness as (Anti-)Identity and Methodology in a Transnational Context 
 On Saturday, June 30, 2018, the annual Gay Pride march in Paris was disrupted when 
dozens of people intervened at the front of the march, replacing the official main float of the 
Inter-LGBT and sporting a banner reading “Queers & trans racisé-e-s contre l’homonationalisme 
[Racialized queer and trans people against homonationalism].” A Facebook group by the name 
of “Stop au Pinkwashing!”720 had created a coalition across different activist groups with the 
common aim of fighting “les multiples politiques homonationalistes et racistes, dont le discours 
officiel de la Marche des fiertés se fait le relais.”721 Dozens of activist groups endorsed this 
statement as signatories and participated in the intervention, including the radical queer of color 
group who symbolically took the lead. As this protest makes clear, the English term “queer” has 
become the primary signifier of opposition to homonationalism in contemporary France, and not 
only in an academic context.  
 In Islam in Liberalism, Massad takes issue with these recent queer approaches to the 
question of sexual identity as they have manifested themselves in the overlapping spheres of 
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academia and activism. In Chapter Three, he extends his epistemological critique to the very 
concept of sexuality as a way of organizing the self. Massad looks to Lee Edelman’s conception 
of queer as a negative formation, and Michael Warner’s contextualizing of queer within an 
American tradition of civil disobedience, in order to show that even some of the founders of 
queer theory have cautioned against the universalization of a single anti-normative framework. 
In relation to the emerging field of Queer Middle East Studies, he writes: 
This type of research is further complicated by the attempt to disseminate the 
nascent field of queer theory universally across cultures (presumably on account 
of the anti-identitarian approach of the field) and of the notion of sexuality trans-
geographically and transhistorically. But queer anti-identitarianism, which is 
dependent in its historical emergence on its constitutive opposition to hetero-
homo identitarianism, is also not easily universalizable outside West European 
and Euro-American societies (and arguably even inside them), and “sexuality” as 
biopolitics cannot travel across time and space peremptorily no matter what 
caveats scholars or activists deploy as alibis.722 
If queer is by definition contingent, then its anti-normative function can only be understood in its 
own socio-political and historical context. Otherwise, it risks enacting epistemic violence by 
universalizing one form of self-conception as anti-normative in all contexts. As we shall see, 
however, that very principle, which has formed the basis for much queer of color activism in 
France, has progressively been abandoned within the field of queer postcolonial studies.  
Queer postcolonial studies has emerged since the mid-1990s as a way of approaching 
issues of gender and sexuality intersectionally and transnationally. As the introduction to one 
anthology put it, queer theory’s destabilization of fixed categories “suggests its possible utility in 
approaching sexualities that are less obviously binary than those in cultures in which ‘gay’ and 
                                               




‘lesbian’ make compelling (political, public, and private) sense.”723 In 1997, a special issue of 
Social Text on “Queer Transexions of Race, Nation, and Gender” posited queer theory as a 
helpful “articulating principle functioning in, across, between, and among various social domains 
and political experiences,” because it is “consciously provisional and dynamic, strategic and 
mobilizing, rather than prescriptive or doctrinal.”724 Gayatri Gopinath mobilizes queer diaspora 
studies in opposition to “the globalization of ‘gay’ identity that replicates a colonial narrative of 
development and progress.”725 With a focus on fragmentation, fluidity, and non-linearity, queer 
methodologies are perceived as having the potential to counteract the homogenizing tools of 
some earlier gay and lesbian studies by pointing to a plurality of modes of identifying and 
organizing one’s desires and intimate practices. 
For many scholars, that plurality and diversity is at the root of resisting the monolithic 
forces of globalization in order to identify forms of agency. David Eng states that the 
methodology of queer diaspora studies “simultaneously complicates the homogenizing narratives 
of globalization that take for granted the totalizing logic of commodification, the inexorable 
march of economic development as the guiding beacon of (neo)liberal rights and freedoms.”726 
                                               
723 John C. Hawley, ed., Postcolonial, Queer: Theoretical Intersections (Albany, NY: State University of New York 
Press, 2001), 5. See also John C. Hawley, ed., Postcolonial and Queer Theories: Intersections and Essays 
(Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 2001).  
724 Phillip Brian Harper et al., “Queer Transexions of Race, Nation, and Gender: An Introduction,” Social Text, no. 
52/53 (Autumn – Winter 1997), 1–4, 1. This was also clear in the editorial line of GLQ, whose special issues have 
ranged from “Thinking Sexuality Transnationally” (in October 1999) to “Sexuality, Nationality, Indigeneity” (in 
2010). For editorial reflections on the complementarity of postcolonial and queer, see Elizabeth Povinelli and 
George Chauncey, “Thinking Sexuality Transnationally: An Introduction,” GLQ: A Journal of Lesbian and Gay 
Studies 5, no. 4 (1999): 439–50 and David Heath Justice, Mark Rifkin, and Bethany Schneider, “Introduction,” 
GLQ: A Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies 16, no. 1–2 (2010): 5–39, https://doi.org/10.1215/10642684-2009-011. 
725 Gopinath, Impossible Desires, 11. 
726 David Eng, The Feeling of Kinship Queer Liberalism and the Racialization of Intimacy (Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 2010), 14. Along similar lines, Benigno Sánchez-Eppler and Cindy Patton state in their 
introduction to Queer Diasporas that queerness as a framework works against the congealing of intimacy and 
practices under the heading of stable, official categories, as we struggle with “how to make sense of the always 
poignant and sometimes hilarious labors of reinvention and renegotiation in new places, or in reimagined old ones.” 
Patton and Sánchez-Eppler, eds., Queer Diasporas (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2000), 3. See also 




Queer cultural studies scholars have sought to “identify and redeploy counterhegemonic 
rhetorical strategies […] that resist globalization’s managing operations” in order to identify 
“where the queer subject’s agency […] might become legible in mapping the circuits and flows 
of globalization.”727 For these scholars, queer methodologies avoid a deterministic language that 
deprives subjects of “agency.” 
In a Francophone context, queer postcolonial studies has in part grown out of a 
commitment to counteracting the media’s obsession with the apparent homophobia of 
previously-colonized countries—and in particular (though not exclusively) those considered to 
be a part of the Arab world.728 In one of the first literary studies of marginal sexuality in the 
Maghreb, Queer Nations (2000), Jarrod Hayes laid the groundwork for much future scholarship 
by using dissident forms of sexuality to counteract constructions of “Oriental” sexuality: 
“Whenever specific examples of ‘Oriental sex’ are examined closely, they will always be much 
queerer than any paradigm could allow for.”729 Denis Provencher’s Queer Maghrebi French 
(2017) asserts that a “queer linguistic approach can help us to read against the grain of several 
norms and hence provides a broader understanding of […] lived experiences […] than an 
                                               
727 Arnaldo Cruz and Martin F. Manalansan, eds., Queer Globalizations: Citizenship and the Afterlife of 
Colonialism, Sexual Cultures (New York: New York University Press, 2002), 8. 
728 I will discuss the following sample of works, which is non-exhaustive and listed in chronological order: Jarrod 
Hayes, Queer Nations: Marginal Sexualities in the Maghreb (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000); Chantal 
Zabus, “Matière africaine et théorie queer : une interpénétration nécessaire,” in Queer: écritures de la différence?, 
ed. Pierre Zoberman (Paris: Harmattan, 2008); Khalid Zekri, “Littérature marocaine et transgression de 
l’hétéronormativité,” in Queer: écritures de la différence?; Jean Zaganiaris, “La question Queer au Maroc: Identités 
sexuées et transgenre au sein de la littérature marocaine de langue française,” Confluences Méditerranée, no. 80 
(2011–2012): 145–61; Jean Zaganiaris, “Transgenre et transsexualité dans la littérature marocaine de langue 
française,” Savoir/Agir 20, no. 2 (2012): 71–78, https://doi.org/10.3917/sava.020.0071; Jean Zaganiaris, Queer 
Maroc: sexualités, genres et (trans)identités dans la littérature marocaine (Paris: Éditions des Ailes sur un tracteur, 
2013); Isabelle Charpentier, Le rouge aux joues: virginité, interdits sexuels et rapports de genre au Maghreb  
(Saint-Étienne: Publications de l’université de Saint-Étienne, 2013); Claudia Gronemann and Wilfried Pasquier, 
eds., Scènes des genres au Maghreb: masculinités, critique queer et espaces du féminin/masculin (Amsterdam: 
Rodopi, 2013); Jarrod Hayes, Queer Roots for the Diaspora: Ghosts in the Family Tree (Ann Arbor, MI: University 
of Michigan Press, 2016); Denis M. Provencher, Queer Maghrebi French: Language, Temporalities, Transfiliations 
(Liverpool, England: Liverpool University Press, 2017); Gibson Ncube, La sexualité queer au Maghreb à travers la 
littérature (Paris: L’Harmattan, 2018); Luis Navarro-Ayala, Queering Transcultural Encounters: Bodies, Image, and 
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analysis of sexual difference, postcolonial identities, or LGBT identities alone could 
accomplish.”730 This constitutes a “fresh critical framework for examining Muslim sexual 
minorities in relation to integration and immigration” that counteracts the victimizing narratives 
popularized in the media.731 
Indeed, given those existing media narratives, most scholars begin by acknowledging the 
homophobia of formerly-colonized countries and then present those sexual outlaw authors or 
artists who defy the heteronormativity of France as well as that of previously-colonized 
nations.732 Laudable as this aim may be in comparison to the rampant Islamophobia in the 
mainstream media (and in much scholarship), it nevertheless downplays the problematic fact that 
the “queerness” of these Other countries continues to be measured according to Western criteria 
of non-normativity such that literary interest often corresponds to a text’s legibility as “queer.” 
Since queer theorists such as Sam Bourcier have cautioned against an implementation of 
American-style anti-identitarianism in the context of Republican universalism, one might expect 
Francophone queer studies to maintain a healthy dose of skepticism when applying that label 
elsewhere. Indeed, some sociological studies have critically engaged with the plurality of 
conceptions of embodiment and desire in different geospatial and cultural contexts—without 
                                               
730 Provencher, Queer Maghrebi French, 23. Like Hayes, he applies the term “queer” to his subjects regardless of 
self-identification (see for only a few examples: 15–16, 18–19, 24–25). 
731 Provencher, Queer Maghrebi French, 24.  
732 Gibson Ncube sums up this approach when he writes that in the Maghreb queer sexuality is “un phénomène 
interdit et criminalisé [a forbidden and criminalized phenomenon]” whereas in Europe it is “presque banalisée 
[almost commonplace]” (22). Isabelle Charpentier has stated that writing about female homosexuality is 
“fréquemment considéré comme la subversion politique ‘ultime’ de l’ordre patriarcal hétéronormatif, que peu 
d’écrivaines semblent, pour l’instant au moins, décidées à tenter [frequently considered the ultimate political 





necessarily having recourse to a queer framework.733 In literary and cultural studies, however, 
quite the contrary has happened. 
 As is made evident in titles such as Queer Nations and Queer Maghrebi French, queer is 
not only a methodology for approaching literature, but has also problematically become a 
qualifier applied universally to authors, characters, and indeed entire groups and territories. 
Hayes initially recognizes the potentially problematic universalizing of “queer,” but finds it a 
useful methodological approach: “I shall use it [the term ‘queer’] here less as an adjective to 
describe sexual acts than as a verb to signify critical practice in which nonnormative sexualities 
infiltrate dominant discourses to loosen their political stronghold.”734 Ultimately, however, both 
of Hayes’ major works conclude with sweeping statements that do precisely the opposite of his 
stated aim: in Queer Nations (2000), “The roots of the Maghrebian Nation, like the roots of its 
literature, are thus indeed queer,”735 and, twenty years later in Queer Roots for the Diaspora 
(2016), he concludes that “[…] the roots of the African diaspora are indeed always already 
queer.”736 Hayes’ application of this approach over a span of over fifteen years reflects the 
consistency with which scholars name the universalization of labels as problematic only to plow 
full-steam ahead in their use of them. Furthermore, its supposedly nonnormative uses as a 
methodology seem to make it impervious to the LGBT politics against which it is said to be 
positioned. Whether scholars are reinforcing or contesting the idea that the Maghreb and other 
                                               
733 Gianfranco Rebucini, “Masculinités et production érotiques au Maroc,” in Masculinités maghrébines: nouvelles 
perspectives sur la culture, la littérature et le cinéma, ed. Claudia Gronemann and Michael Gebhard (Boston: 
Brill/Rodopi, 2018), 17–33. For a study of how the international sex trade impacts conceptions of local sexual 
identities, see: Sébastien Roux, “ ‘On m’a expliqué que je suis “gay”’: Tourisme, prostitution et circulation 
internationale des identités sexuelles,” Autrepart 49, no. 1 (2009): 31–46, https://doi.org/10.3917/autr.049.0031. 
734 Hayes, Queer Nations, 7.  
735 Hayes, Queer Nations, 286. 




formerly-colonized countries are particularly homophobic, they all agree on one thing: 
“queering” is appropriate to any cultural context.737 
Furthermore, queer theory’s fluidity is frequently positioned as an antidote to Massad’s 
binaristic thinking, even by those who acknowledge the importance of resisting the impulse to 
universalize. Jean Zaganiaris has asserted that queer theory can actually provide a corrective to 
any binaristic account of postcolonial contexts through its emphasis on fluidity and hybridity: 
Cette transposition des thématiques de la Queer Theory au sein du champ 
littéraire marocain ne vise pas à occulter les spécificités contextuelles, mais à 
rendre plus effective leur réalité complexe à travers une montée en généralité. Les 
catégories binaires et réifiées, du type “Orient/Occident,” sont insuffisantes pour 
penser les hybridités culturelles de nos sociétés. La réalité sociale n’est pas 
constituée uniquement à partir d’identités monistes et homogènes. Elle comprend 
aussi une multitude de symbioses et de métissages multiformes qui remettent 
parfois en cause les marqueurs identitaires.738 
Queer theory, he contends, is particularly suited to Moroccan literature because it favors 
complexity and ambiguity over clear-cut identities. While Zaganiaris believes that Desiring 
                                               
737 This approach is representative of Francophone queer postcolonial studies, in which the term “queer” functions 
as a kind of shorthand to sidestep all questions of translation or epistemological assimilation. In La sexualité queer 
au Maghreb à travers la littérature (2018), Gibson Ncube cautions against “l’emploi des notions purement 
occidentales pour décrire un phénomène qui se réfère au monde arabo-musulman [the use of purely western notions 
to describe a phenomenon that refers to the Arab-Muslim world],” suggesting the term “sexualité marginale 
[marginal sexuality]” (7). No sooner does he say that then he states that contemporary authors of North African 
origin “[reconnaissent] pour légitime la sexualité queer [recognize queer sexuality as legitimate]” (21). In Queering 
Transcultural Encounters (2019), Luis Navarro-Ayala uses a “queer” framework (exclusively about men) to stress 
fluidity, only to pronounce that he is actually using the terms queer and homosexual “interchangeably due to the 
complex range of sexual practices and identities from the Global South,” but that its methodological approach is 
specifically “queer” because “its elasticity creates different possibilities, opens up new contexts, and transgresses 
preconceived scopes of inquiry” (20). Chantal Zabus stresses that the terms of various African languages “ne 
désignent pas toujours l’homosexualité telle qu’elle est comprise et vécue dans le monde occidental. Il se pourrait 
donc que le terme ‘queer’ rende compte – justement – de l’intraduisible [do not always designate homosexuality as 
it is understood and lived in the Western world. It could be then that the term ‘queer’ actually takes into account the 
untranslatable]” (275). Similarly, Khalid Zekri sees in queer theory “une machine productrice d’identités multiples 
[a machine that produces a multiplicity of identities]” in a Moroccan context, unlike gay and lesbian studies that are 
“sous l’emprise de leurs grilles de lecture normatives [under the influence of their normative interpretive 
frameworks]” (167). 
738 “This transposition of themes from queer theory to the Moroccan literary domain does not aim to hide contextual 
specificities, but to render more effective their complex reality through an increase in generality. Binary, reified 
categories, such as ‘Orient/Occident,’ are insufficient for thinking through the cultural hybridity of our societies. 
Social reality is not only made up of monistic and homogeneous. It also contains a multitude of symbioses and of 
multiform hybridizations that sometimes undermine identitarian markers.” Zaganiaris, “La question Queer au 




Arabs provides an important critique of imperialism, he believes that “l’absence d’une prise en 
compte effective des pluralités, des hybridités, des métissages, des ambivalences identitaires du 
monde arabe est problématique, surtout lorsqu’il s’agit de penser les pratiques 
homosexuelles.”739 Zaganiaris, who nevertheless exercises such universalism when he refers to 
these “homosexual” practices, here fundamentally misunderstands Massad as supplying a native-
informant anthropology of the Arab world, when in fact it is precisely this sort of plurality that 
epistemological attentiveness could in fact uncover. This misreading gets to the heart of much 
postcolonial queer studies scholarship: not only is queer theory—and often the label queer 
itself—exempt from the epistemological imperialism of other categories; as a methodology, its 
function is actually to refute epistemological critiques of sexuality as a category by portraying 
them as old-fashioned binarisms.740  
Some scholars have of course noted the contingency and problematic unidirectionality of 
queerness as a methodology. Though he does not follow through on it, Jarrod Hayes at least 
urges critics to allow literary works to shed light on western assumptions about what it might 
mean to be a properly queer subject: “‘We’ do not have a monopoly on queering; through our 
readings of Maghrebian novels, ‘we’ might also, in turn, be queered by them.”741 Drawing on 
Hayes, Mehammed Mack’s study of representations of sexuality in the banlieues does much to 
follow through on this promise, however. He provides an important corrective to queer theory’s 
                                               
739 “The absence of an active awareness of the pluralities, hybridities, cultural mixing, and identitary ambivalences 
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10. 
740 Denis Provencher contests Massad in much cruder terms, evoking his own ethnographic research to discredit all 
recent scholarship on homonationalism: “In the end, Queer Maghrebi French reminds us of the need for continued 
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studies and queer theory that has largely attacked Western scholarship as a series of ‘terrorist assemblages’ (Puar) 
(sic) that support US models of ‘homonationalism’ to the detriment of human rights organizations in other locales” 
(290). 




assumptions about visibility and modernity, showing that “[…] certain encouragements to queer 
can be incorporated within a national agenda that finds in (distorted) queering a useful weapon 
against minority or Muslim assertions of identity politics.”742 Mack makes it clear that such 
reading practices often end up reconfiguring the liberal normativity that they seek to dismantle 
by cloaking it in anti-identitarian terms. If, to borrow Hayes’ terminology, queer theory is to 
“queer” us, and if “queering” is a process that entails the questioning of norms, then translating 
queerness into other contexts must entail an interrogation of methodologies that laud anything 
perceived by Western scholars to be transgressive according to liberal notions of sexual 
autonomy. Mack’s study of virility culture and resistance to a visibility-focused approach to 
sexuality provides a model through which to comprehend sexual practices in the Hexagon 
through which to understand how men in the banlieues negotiate their sexuality in relation to 
their own communities as well as the assumptions projected onto them by society more broadly. 
This liberal approach to queerness as identity and methodology has been widely critiqued 
not only within the academy, but also within queer communities themselves. In France, this has 
occurred amongst self-identified queers of color or racialized queer and trans people who oppose 
the whitewashing of this oppositional framework. Drawing on Black feminism and queer of 
color critiques,743 this rising wave of interconnected networks of scholars and activists includes 
collectives such as Cases rebelles, Les AssiégéEs, and the group that intervened to march at the 
head of the 2018 Pride parade, now known as Queers et trans révolutionnaires contre le racisme 
et le néocolonialisme (Revolutionary queer and trans people against racism and neocolonialism, 
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or QTR). To consider queerness in a French context without considering the multiplicity of 
movements at work is to whitewash these transatlantic debates.744 
In 2016, the racially “non-mixed”745 QTR formed in response to what they saw as the 
whitewashing of queer theory in France. What might have been a tool for subversion quickly 
became, according to them, a superficial term erasing colonial history and structural racism: 
“Influencé par le queer blanc américain, déjà critiqué aux États-Unis par les milieux queers non-
blancs car totalement ignorant des questions de race et de classe, le queer franco-français a 
adopté une position libérale capitalisant sur des performances artistiques dites ‘queers’ car 
subversives.”746 The emphasis on individual performance, to the detriment of considering gender 
performance within larger contexts of structural violence, ultimately depoliticizes that 
movement. Refusing to allow queer of color critiques to be overshadowed by this wave of 
“Franco-French” queer theory, they aim to “repolitiser le queer [repoliticize queer]” by adapting 
it to their specific neocolonial context: “Ainsi, pour nous, queers racisé.e.s, l’enjeu est d’adapter 
les théories queers à notre histoire, une histoire propre à la France et à son passé esclavagiste et 
colonial.”747 Reclaiming queer as a term rooted in antiracist feminism, rather than in white 
American queer theory, is crucial to their project. 
They position themselves as “un groupe de réflexion sur la lutte contre le racisme 
systémique et le néocolonialisme par des queer et trans issu.e.s des (im)migrations 
                                               
744 For an example of this approach to queer theory in France, see Bruno Perreau, Queer Theory: The French 
Response (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2016). 
745 I use this term, as do these groups, to connote a mix of white and non-white people, not to diminish the huge 
amount of racial variation and cultural diversity within those groups. 
746 “Influenced by white American queerness, already critiqued in the United States by non-white queer milieus 
since it totally ignored questions of race and class, Franco-French queerness adopted a liberal position that 
capitalized off of artistic practices said to be ‘queer’ because they are subversive.” Dawud pour QTR, “Pour une 
lutte queer révolutionnaire en France,” Queer & Trans Révolutionnaires (blog), February 22, 2017, 
https://qtresistance.wordpress.com/2017/02/22/pour-une-lutte-queer-revolutionnaire-en-france/. 
747 “Thus, for us as racialized queers, our concern is adapting queer theories to our history, a history unique to 





postcoloniales,” defining themselves first through their engagement with antiracist struggles.748 
This group gives individuals a space in which to discuss issues that are particular to their various 
intersectional identities, but, contrary to most (white) queer groups, is composed primarily of 
“des militant.e.s engagé.e.s dans des organisations des luttes de l’immigration et des quartiers 
populaires [activists involved with organized struggles related to immigration and working-class 
neighborhoods].”749 Their focus on issues of race and neocolonialism does not mean, however, 
that they map politics neatly along racial lines: they changed their name from “queers et trans 
raciséEs” (which they had put on their banner at 2018 Pride) to “queers et trans révolutionnaires” 
in order to emphasize their anticapitalist political stance (they did not change their policy on 
being racially non-mixed).750 They have held events in Paris focusing on issues such as police 
brutality, gentrification, and the prison-industrial complex through the lens of the experiences of 
racialized queer people. They do not take a position regarding “outness” or “visibility” as queer 
subjects, recognizing the ways in which it is conditioned by familial and social ties.  
In the context of postcolonial immigration, intersectional groups such as QTR address 
these issues within the context of the Hexagon as a hub for activism in a neocolonial context. 
With no recourse to authentic sexualities, and no investment in notions of “agency” based on 
individual autonomy, they use this catch-all term as a collective strategy to challenge the white 
monopoly on queer thinking in France, when in reality it should be rooted in Black and 
transnational feminisms. In doing so, they draw out the plurality of the term “queer” and the 
myriad politics that are manifested behind the apparent uniformity of such a term. This catch-all 
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label does not denote any particular sexual fluidity as much as it does an oppositional stance vis-
à-vis the mainstream importation of American-style identity politics, the French universalist 
erasure of identities (especially racial ones), and the depoliticization of queer methodologies. 
Their use of the term “queer”—as problematic and imperfect as it may be—is not meant 
to be universal so much as it is meant to be a flexible signifier for organized disobedience and 
coalition-building amongst racialized populations between European nation-states. In 
Decolonizing Sexualities, Sandeep Bakshi, Suhraiya Jivraj and Silvia Posocco speak to the 
importance of resisting definitional fixity in order to resignify words and concepts that have been 
appropriated by the many overlapping discourses of homonationalism: 
In other words, we wonder how terms such as solidarity can gain meaning, when 
demands to national solidarity stand in explicit contrast to solidarity and alliances 
of queer of colour and other migrant communities. Not defining these terms is 
perhaps, from our perspective, a form of decolonial disobedience that is worth 
developing. What these terms may look like, sound like, or even smell like in the 
pieces collected here, perhaps brings forth a fragment of the “different” worlds, a 
renewed sense of precarious and yet constitutive emergence. As these worlds are 
constantly being made and re-made, we have taken this decolonial turn to reflect, 
deconstruct, and reconstruct. Developing the transnational decolonial critique of 
existing relations in the domain of sexualities can bring to the surface the 
possibility of our imagined, collective “different” worlds. And yet, we do not 
know in advance what these communities, these multiple worlds will 
encompass.751  
Drawing on Walter Mignolo’s concept of “epistemic disobedience” described in this chapter’s 
epigraph, their decolonial critique participates in a broader scholarly effort to develop a 
vocabulary that is at once more flexible and more precise in describing sexuality and desire.752 
The racialized congealment of desire into sexual subjectivity is a process of epistemic violence, 
and resisting definitional fixity is one way decolonizing understandings of the self. Furthermore, 
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this pushes scholars to move away from the temptation to “queer” texts without taking context 
into account. This means emphasizing narratives that are made illegible in broader debates about 
sexuality, and looking at them in order to ask what they might tell us about the racialization of 
desiring subjects in different geographical contexts as they are shaped by the unevenly 
distributed forces of global capitalism. Though their use of the term “queer” appears in some 
ways paradoxical, it is nevertheless one that differs significantly from the discourses of 
autonomy and agency found in so much queer activism and scholarship in France and elsewhere. 
My work as a scholar is situated in the space of tension between these two different yet 
interrelated calls for decolonization on an epistemological level. On the one hand, I am inspired 
by transnational queer and trans diasporic communities who reclaim the empty signifier of their 
oppositional identity from the whitewashing of academic debates, and who recognize the specific 
struggles faced by racially- and economically-oppressed people with desires perceived to be non-
normative. On the other hand, I am influenced by Massad’s refusal to take up such a signifier in 
the first place, and the challenge that poses to the translation of desire into a language that 
“makes sense” in the eyes of Western universities, NGOs, and government agencies. As a 
literary scholar, my response to this unresolved tension is to propose a reading practice that 
might speak to the importance of desire as it shapes individuals, families, and communities, 
while resisting the strategic decision to flatten its specificity through insistence upon a queer 
methodology. 
What would it mean to maintain a nuanced and intersectional reading of desire that 
contextualizes it rather than assuming that all same-sex desire is necessarily “queering”? If rights 
are contingent upon a recognizability that is in fact an act of misrecognition, then literature is a 




desiring subjectivity, and to ask: how can we account for shifting conceptions of sexual identity 
in an age of migration that neither reverts to a “nativist” authenticity, nor assimilates others into 
recognizable models? What would it mean to look at the non-normative aspects of a text without 
measuring that non-normativity according to norms of individuality and autonomy? I position 
historically-contextualized readings as a contribution to the process of decolonizing 
epistemologies of desire. As I focus on a single novel in the final section of this chapter, I hope 
to suggest that a reading practice shifting away from judging either the agency or the authenticity 
of characters’ sexuality is crucial for combating a linear, liberationist paradigm of desire in an 
age of sexual democracy. This reading does not ask what we might learn about the “truth” or 
“reality” of any particular society or culture (though there will certainly be elements of that), but 
rather where precisely that desire to know stems from, and which assumptions it might contain 
within it.  
 
 
What’s Queer about Léonora Miano’s Crépuscule du tourment? 
In Cameroonian novelist Léonora Miano’s 2016 novel, Crépuscule du tourment (Twilight 
of Torment), a young woman struggles to envision a future for herself in the unnamed sub-
Saharan African country that serves as the novel’s setting. Tiki, who desires men but only when 
she can be the penetrating partner during sex, is frustrated with the social expectation that she 
always have the receptive role. This becomes all the more frustrating to her when she learns that 
this practice used to be considered acceptable in certain contexts prior to French colonization. 
After wondering whether she could return to such practices, she concludes: “Jouer à redevenir ce 




to what one knows one never was is an absurdity that I refuse to partake in].”753 Wanting neither 
to pretend to be able to access previous ways of life, nor to assimilate into European models of 
sexual liberation, Tiki struggles to imagine where and how she might pursue such intimate 
practices. Tiki’s predicament could be read as an allegory for the problem faced by many 
scholars today: caught between the Scylla of foreignizing culturalism and the Charybdis of 
domesticating assimilationism, how can one read non-normative desires now that sexuality has 
been partially and unevenly universalized?  
This novel departs from the other novels discussed in this dissertation in that it is not 
written by someone who identifies—ambivalently or not—as lesbian or queer; nor do any of its 
characters engage with such language. Miano, who was born in 1973 in Cameroon and moved to 
France in 1991 to study literature, is known first and foremost for her engagement with themes 
of slavery and migration. She began her literary career in 2005, and has published over a dozen 
novels and won many awards, including the Prix Fémina and the Grand prix du roman métis for 
La Saison de l’ombre (Season of Shadow) in 2013. She has generated scholarly interest largely in 
relation to questions of racial and cultural identity within diasporic communities in a global 
age.754 Influenced by African American literature, she is perhaps best known for her 
development of the category “afropéen [Afropean]” to refer to diasporic subjects such as herself, 
whose complex identities are not acknowledged within the French Republican model.755 About 
her racial identity, she has stated: “Je suis attachée à l’histoire qui a créé la catégorie ‘noir’. Cela 
ne me dérange pas, donc, que l’on dise de moi que je suis un auteur ‘noir’. Pour autant mon 
                                               
753 Léonora Miano, Crépuscule du tourment (Paris: Grasset, 2016), 258. 
754 See for example: Marjolaine Unter Ecker, Questions identitaires dans les récits afropéens de Léonora Miano 
(Toulouse: Presses universitaires du Midi, 2016). 
755 This term was popularized through her book of short stories Afropean soul, et autres nouvelles (Paris: 
Flammarion, 2008), in which a prominent theme is the disillusionment of migrants (from various African countries) 




identité n’est pas soluble dans le noir.”756 Discussions of identity and cross-cultural belonging 
have thus played a prominent role in Miano’s literary career, whereas she does not typically 
publicly comment on homosexuality or same-sex desire. 
Given the omnipresence of various forms of non-normative desire in the novel, queer 
studies’ destabilization of fixed categories might seem a fitting lens through which to understand 
the sexual fluidity of some characters in Crépuscule du tourment. Four female narrators’ distinct 
yet overlapping perspectives converge around their relationships to one young man, Dio, whom 
their narratives address in the second person. The narratives of Dio’s mother (Madame), sister 
(Tiki), ex-girlfriend (Amandla), and fiancée (Ixora) paint a complex portrait of the ways in which 
women negotiate non-normative desires in the face of interconnected local and global forms of 
patriarchy: abusive domestic partnerships, misogynistic family structures, shifting forms of 
increasingly feminized and racialized labor propagated by multi-national corporations. 
Crépuscule du tourment explores how individuals negotiate their intimate lives in light of their 
own genealogies and geographic trajectories.  
The binding of present to past is reflected in the narrative structure. The narrative events 
take place over the course of a single day in which Dio beats his fiancée, Ixora, and leaves her 
lying by the side of the road, where Amandla finds her and takes care of her with the help of 
Dio’s mother, Madame, and a few other women from their past. Yet in each part of this 
narrative, each woman unfolds complex family histories as they structure the present, weighing 
                                               
756 “I am attached to the history that has created the category ‘black.’ It doesn’t bother me, then, that people say that 
I am a ‘black’ author. That said, my identity cannot be limited to blackness alone.” Boniface Mongo-Mboussa, Alain 
Mabanckou, and Léonora Miano, “Table ronde: Les positionnements des écrivains dans le champ littéraire 





upon their relationships and aspirations.757 The seemingly-heterosexual social structures that 
compose their worlds ultimately reveal themselves to be a façade masking a wide variety of 
strategies employed in order pursue affective and sexual practices in different socio-economic 
and cultural contexts. (The following table may aid the reader to distinguish amongst characters 
as I proceed.) 
Part Narrator Relationship to Dio Class & upbringing Action at time of narrative 
I Madame Mother (58) Member of the 
postcolonial bourgeoisie 
Overhears Dio and Ixora arguing 
as they prepare to leave for a 
business dinner 
II Amandla Ex-girlfriend Born in French Guyana; 
raised in Paris; lives on the 
line dividing the wealthy 
from the poorer parts of 
town 
Sees Dio pull over to the side of 
the road, throw Ixora out of the 
car, and drive away; decides to 
help Ixora 
III Ixora Fiancée Born in the French 
Caribbean (island not 
named); raised in Paris 
Lies barely conscious in the mud; 
gradually becomes aware that 
Amandla is helping her to safety 
IV Tiki Sister (2 years Dio’s 
junior; in her mid 
30s) 
Born and raised in 
unnamed African country, 
part of postcolonial 
bourgeoisie; moves to 
Paris for university and 
decides to stay there 
Living in France, she receives a 
phone call from Madame about 
Dio beating Ixora, and learns that 
Madame went to help Amandla 
care for Ixora afterwards 
 
 Some of the characters in this novel, and perhaps the novel itself, could easily be labeled 
queer given the prevalence of desires that neither fit into accepted social structures nor into 
Western sexual identity categories. Madame, who has managed to maintain a physical (though 
not legal) separation from her abusive husband, remains marked by a brief yet intense 
relationship with a woman earlier in her marriage; Amandla has no interest in structuring her life 
around men, preferring more platonic partnerships with them (without expressing any particular 
desire for women); Ixora’s revelation of her relationship with a woman is what spurs Dio on to 
                                               
757 Given the context of the coastal slave trade and the author’s own origins, it could most obviously be interpreted 
as Cameroon. Miano’s decision to leave this unspecified, however, may speak to the broader implications of the 




beat her and throw her out of his car; and Tiki, as we have seen, would prefer to be the 
penetrating partner in her relationships with men. However, instead of considering this text a 
“queer” one, my reading will examine the structures that condition the legibility of desire within 
this textual universe. Rather than focusing on whether these characters’ sexualities give them 
“agency,” as is so common in much postcolonial and gender studies scholarship, I will look at 
how Miano’s narrative resists the assumptions of autonomy and liberation that are the foundation 
of much queer studies scholarship today. In particular, I will focus on the reconfiguration of 
agency and authenticity in Madame’s and Tiki’s relationships in a context where, as Tiki says, 
the precolonial past is gone and one cannot play at reverting to what one never was. 
 The novel opens with the narrative of Madame, whose name attests to her entrenchment 
within forms of patriarchy particular to the postcolonial Bourgeoisie. She grew up in a rich 
family before marrying Amos Mususedi, a man of few means whose family’s social status once 
stemmed from his father’s service as a tirailleur sénégalais during World War II. Yet before 
recounting her present-day situation, Madame opens her narrative by evoking the untold secrets 
that structure women’s lives in her society, where they must subordinate their desires to social 
structures in order to survive. Madame has structured her life around aspects of her being that 
she knows can only thrive within her, and must not be confessed or verbalized: 
L’air est aussi pesant que les anciens fardeaux, ces blessures souterraines dont on 
ne guérit pas. Les tenir secrètes, ce n’est pas seulement se garder de les dire. 
C’est, en quelque sort, les nourrir. C’est à l’ombre que s’épanouissent certaines 
douleurs. C’est dans le silence que fleurissent ces obsessions qui deviennent le 
moteur et le tracé de nos existences. Je sais nommer l’épine qui, logée en moi 
depuis le plus jeune âge, est ma torture et ma boussole. Ma véritable identité […] 
Notre plaine côtière, notre pays, ont leurs usages. Leur compréhension des choses. 
J’ai fait avec.758 
                                               
758 “The air is as heavy as the old burdens, the underground wounds from which we cannot heal. Keeping them 
secret means not only stopping ourselves from speaking them aloud. It means rather, in a certain way, nourishing 




Madame is the only of the four narrators to belong to an older generation of women who came of 
age in the shadow of colonialism, and she is the only one to remain in her home country. As 
such, it is at first tempting to read the above description as a lament of her repression within a 
“traditional society.” However, Madame sees keeping them quiet as a rich form of silence, a way 
of holding them close to her and nourishing them even if she does not try to share them with 
others. As the reader learns more, it becomes clear that this silence is the result of colonial 
history’s utter transformation of local customs and cultures. 
Though the reader does not learn about the precise nature of this structuring secret until 
nearly fifty pages later, Madame does foreshadow her desire for both sexes almost immediately 
after the above passage. She evokes sexual initiation practices that she was never able to 
experience firsthand, as they were lost soon before her time. She links the loss of these practices 
to the imposition of a class system that disrupted previous forms of social organization based 
primarily upon age:  
Jamais nos aînées ne nous massèrent le clitoris pour nous faire visiter le royaume 
dont nous seules serions souveraines. Jamais elles ne nous dirent que l’équilibre 
affectif reposerait sur notre capacité à nous épanouir auprès de l’un et de l’autre 
sexe, sans exclusivité. Elles ne nous révélèrent pas que, pour chacune, il devait y 
avoir non pas un, mais deux couples. Nos aînées ne nous apprirent pas à faire 
l’amour avec une femme, à le découvrir d’abord dans les bras, dans le souffle, 
dans les humeurs d’une femme. Savaient-elles que les femmes n’habiteraient plus 
que nos désirs inavoués, que ces derniers nous épouvanteraient tant que nous les 
réprimerions avant de les avoir vraiment éprouvés?759  
                                                                                                                                                       
earliest childhood, is my torture and my compass. My true identity […] Our coastal plain, our country, they have 
their ways. Their understanding of things. I made do with it.” Miano, Crépuscule du tourment, 9–10. 
759  “Our woman elders never massaged our clitorises to help us discover the kingdom over which we alone are 
sovereign. Never did they tell us that affective balance would depend upon our capacity to gain satisfaction next to 
either sex, without exclusivity. They did not reveal to us that, for each one of us, there must be not one, but two 
couples. Our elders did not teach us to make love with a woman, to discover it first in the arms, the breath, and in 
the mind of a woman. Did they know that women would no longer live out our unstated desires, and that they would 




Previously, women elders helped guide younger women through their coming-of-age, teaching 
them sexual pleasure and non-monogamous forms of physical intimacy with both sexes. This 
feminine ritual of initiation has been lost, and with it the capacity to understand one’s own body 
and pleasure. Instead of those foremothers, it is the dual forces of Christianity and capitalism, 
spread through colonization, that now guide sexual morality and family organization. Instead of 
hierarchies based on age, social hierarchies are based on wealth and class. 
Those times past have given way to the bleak picture churned out in news cycles every 
day: an African society as repressed as the puritanical societies that colonized them, cut off from 
its roots. Madame situates contemporary sexual Puritanism within forms of patriarchy either 
enacting or responding to the capitalist expropriation of land. As she puts it, “Ici plus que 
n’importe où, la défaite des hommes noirs est visible à tous les coins de rue. Certains pensent 
faire illusion en accumulant des biens, mais rien ne leur appartient, puisque le pays est entre des 
mains étrangères. De la cave au grenier, il n’est pas un millimètre carré qui ne soit la propriété du 
pouvoir postcolonial ou des multinationales qui le prolongent.”760 She links the loss of land to a 
crisis in masculinity, in which men must grapple for whatever power they can access given that 
even the little property that they own is an illusory form of power.761 She experiences this 
firsthand with her husband, Amos, whose economic impotence pushes him to beat his wife, 
lashing out at the woman in front of him because he is unable to get to the heart of the issue. The 
respect that his father’s colonial ties had once earned his family have long since disappeared in 
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Miano, Crépuscule, 39. 
761 Miano has edited a volume on contemporary Black masculinity in a Francophone context, which she introduces 





the wake of official decolonization and, frustrated by the financial power that she is able to exert 
over him from her own family fortune, he beats her senseless in order to level the playing field.  
Ultimately, what Madame wants is a non-monogamous arrangement in which she can 
pursue relationships with both sexes without having to choose, “Pas l’un après l’autre, pas l’une 
à l’insu de l’autre. Les deux. En même temps. Au grand jour. Jusqu’à la fin.” 762 Madame knows 
perfectly well what she wants and knows that at one time it may have even been socially-
sanctioned to pursue that option. Those arrangements have been obliterated by neocolonial 
circuits of power and the local forms of patriarchy that they have incited and that have wreaked 
havoc on Madame’s life.  
Her past secrets are revealed near the end of Madame’s narrative (the first of the four 
parts of the book), when she recalls the relationship she maintained with Eshe, an African 
woman from a neighboring country (again, unnamed), whom she met while on a vacation 
abroad. Yet even as she recounts this episode, she struggles to articulate it, finding the format of 
narrative revelation to be limiting from the very outset: “On ne peut tout écrire, tout dire. 
Raconter l’amour tient un peu du blasphème. Les mots révèlent leur étroitesse, leur incapacité à 
circonscrire, leur pouvoir de nuisance, de dégradation.”763 She decides to prolong her vacation 
with her children by several weeks in order to maximize her time with Eshe, but ultimately gives 
up on their relationship to return to Amos and the material comforts of her lavish home. 
Addressing her son who has fled after beating his wife, she tells him that this episode will never 
be “consigné dans le cahier que ta sœur trouvera lorsque vous rangerez les affaires de votre mère 
                                               
762 “Not one after the other, not one at the expense of the other. Both. At the same time. Openly. Until the end.” 
Miano, Crépuscule, 72. 
763  “One cannot say everything, write everything down. Describing love is almost like blasphemy. Words reveal 




défunte.”764 There will be no tactical revelations, no last-minute admissions to her offspring. 
Madame is driven above all by pragmatism and self-preservation, the ultimate figure of tactical 
compromise. 
This compromise stresses the importance of her economic and personal independence 
above her sexual autonomy. Though she abandons all hope of reconnecting with Eshe, she puts a 
stop to her abusive relationship with Amos without compromising herself in the eyes of the 
surrounding community: by demanding that Amos live separately from her, without trying to 
legally divorce him. Practically, she knows that the cost of integrating her desires into her family 
structure would result in her becoming a social outcast like other divorced women she knows, 
and might provoke even more violent and dangerous reprisals from her abusive husband. The 
likelihood of that situation is driven home through the parallel violence of father and son, two 
generations of men who abuse their wives: Amos who beats Madame, and Dio who beats Ixora. 
When Ixora, unlike Madame, decides to tell her fiancé about her relationship with Madame’s 
hairdresser, Masasi, he beats her senseless and leaves her for dead by the side of the road. 
Madame’s concerns about her own fate seem to be confirmed through that of her daughter. 
It is through that act of violence, however, that Madame ultimately empathizes with Ixora 
and decides to overcome her skepticism of this naïve and impolite woman from “The North” in 
order to help her. In Part I of the novel, Madame is disgusted with Ixora’s disrespect for social 
customs in this unfamiliar context, but this changes in Part IV, which is told from Tiki’s 
perspective. As she listens over the phone to her mother recount Dio’s beating of Ixora, Tiki 
detects a progressive shift in Madame’s attitude as she comes to see herself in that young 
woman. As she tells Tiki, Madame decided to go help Ixora after received a phone call from 
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Amandla, Dio’s ex-girlfriend, saying that Ixora had been beaten. Through a combination of past 
recollections and Ixora’s delirious murmurings, Madame comes to understands that she had a 
relationship with her hairdresser, Masasi. Masasi was known to live in a notorious community of 
women in the “Vieux Pays [Old Town]” where most people refused to even set foot due to its 
reputation as a haven of witches. Tiki, who found her mother’s letters and knows about her brief 
yet meaningful relationship with a woman, sees her attempt to reunite Ixora and Masasi a way of 
compensating for her own definitive loss of Eshe. Tiki hears this in her mother’s sudden change 
of tone, and realizes that “Ce n’est pas Masasi qu’elle mène auprès d’Ixora. Elle trouve le 
courage, après toutes ces années, de faire route vers la femme pour laquelle son cœur n’a cassé 
de se lamenter. Eshe, la part amputée de son corps. C’est un retour symbolique à soi, à sa propre 
complétude, une réparation.”765 Rather than seeking sexual autonomy, Madame seeks symbolic 
satisfaction by helping other women like herself access the forms of affection and support that 
she has renounced in the face of social pressure. That which Madame sees as unspeakable is 
made understood through other means. 
 If Madame seems to represent an older generation of women who are in some sense 
resigned to their personal fates, then Tiki seems in many ways the opposite: younger and very 
eagerly taking an active role in her own sexual development in order to avoid ending up like her 
mother. Traumatized by the misogynistic pornography she and her brother once found in 
Madame’s house as a child, and scarred by her father’s abuse of her mother, she vows to be with 
men on her own terms, and above all refuses to structure her life around a monogamous 
relationship. When she learns about Madame reaching out to find Masasi in Old Town, Tiki 
remembers her own forays into that forbidden space and understands that her mother must have a 
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part of her life that she has never shared with her children. When she was sixteen years old, Tiki 
once went there to meet a healer, Sisako Sonē, who also knows her mother, and Tiki tries to find 
out more about the family secrets she felt that her mother was hiding from her. Though she never 
learns this secret, the healer does give her a stone phallus and encourages her to explore her 
sexuality with men and women, and to get in touch with her own body. Tiki in some senses 
might be said to have gotten a taste of that which her mother laments having been denied: 
feminine spaces in which desire and sexuality are discussed openly, outside of the constraints of 
Christian morality and monogamy. 
This visit helps the young Tiki to better understand her own uncertainty regarding her 
gender and sexuality, which she struggles to put into words: “Je craignais l’intimité avec l’autre 
sexe sans éprouver d’attirance pour le mien, ni même de totale identification avec lui. […] Je ne 
me sentais pas non plus un garçon piégé dans un corps de fille, mon aspiration était, dans le fond, 
de n’être ni l’un ni l’autre. Non pas entre les deux mais quelque part au-delà.”766 She alludes to 
the contemporary medicalization of gender variability, lumped under the term “transgender,” 
only to refuse that homogeneous narrative. She has difficulty meeting male partners who allow 
her to experience her gender and experiment sexually, and she knows that Old Town is the only 
place where she might be able to live that life if she stays in her home country. She thus finds 
herself faced with a choice: attempt to become a part of Old Town’s outcast culture (and try to 
become a part of a culture that she has never truly been a part of as the daughter of an elite 
family), or go back to Paris in “the North” to pursue these desires in a different context. 
Ultimately, she chooses the latter. 
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This decision, which stands in sharp contrast to her mother’s strategy, gestures to the pull 
of the Hexagon for those with non-normative sexualities. However, while partially reflecting her 
desire to be freed from family constraints, her choice is above all presented as a new series of 
compromises and negotiations regarding other aspects of her personhood. First of all, she does 
not feel that she can go back to accessing certain local forms of gender and sexual fluidity, given 
her upbringing as a part of the colonial bourgeoisie. Addressing her thoughts to her brother, she 
concludes: “Cet univers-là, quoi que nous fassions toi et moi, ne sera jamais nôtre. On ne 
conquiert pas sa propre culture, on doit la recevoir ou ne jamais la posséder, donc ne pas lui 
appartenir non plus.”767 She knows that she is idealizing a culture that she can only access by 
living in a less than ideal world (the poverty and social stigmatization that characterize Old 
Town in the eyes of her family and the rest of the population), so she opts for the lesser of two 
evils. Her decision is above all based on her need for some relative anonymity: “Je suis revenue 
vivre ici [au Nord], non pour appartenir à ce lieu qui ne sait rien de moi, mais pour ne gêner 
personne, n’être pas dérangée. M’envoyer en l’air sans alimenter les bavardages de Radio-
trottoir, ne pas devenir le freak de service.”768 The misrecognition that she will experience is the 
price that she knows she will pay for certain forms of personal and sexual fulfillment. 
Ultimately, she does find a lover whose desires are complementary to her own and with whom 
she can put the gifted stone phallus to use. The complexity of this decision and limitations of 
culture in “the North” make it clear that this is no liberation narrative.  
                                               
767 “That universe [Old Town and the remnants of woman-oriented traditions] no matter what you and I do, will 
never be ours. One does not conquer one’s own culture, one cannot receive it or possess it, and thus cannot belong to 
it either.” Miano, Crépuscule, 258. 
768 “I came back to live here not to belong to this place that knows nothing about me, but rather so that I wouldn’t 
bother anyone or be disturbed. To get laid without feeding the gossip of sidewalk radio, without becoming the token 




Miano thus presents sexuality as a compromise. While this might not seem like a political 
statement, I contend that Miano is in fact presenting the reader with precisely the sort of complex 
decision-making process that current discussions on sexual citizenship drown out. This novel is 
far from a liberationist work; it is about finding forms of fulfillment through an awareness of 
economic power as it conditions sex, society, and language. It is also about questioning the very 
definition of “fulfillment,” in order to demonstrate that legacies of colonialism continue to 
severely limit available options. Miano thus presents alternative sexualities on their own terms 
rather than assimilating them to a European sexual epistemology, examining the relationship 
between colonization, imperialism, and the discursive regimes of sexuality and their effects. 
Miano presents “authentic” sexuality (irrecoverable but still influencing some parts of 
society) vs. “imperially introduced and enforced” sexuality as they messily collide with one 
another, and individuals are left to pick up the pieces using the best strategies available to them. 
A reading practice that specifically focuses on this messiness as it relates to political context and 
history can help scholars to understand and imagine strategies for living out desire in the context 
of globalization, without cleaving to Western labels such as gay, lesbian, or even queer. To 
activists and scholars who respond to critiques of the gay international by saying “What now? 
How can we talk about desire without LGBT labels?” I would like to suggest that textual 
universes are an important starting point for imagining new possibilities. This may especially be 
the case with texts such as Miano’s that are not marketed to an LGBT audience.   
Texts such as Miano’s, published in French and for a French audience, will always risk 
being co-opted by Western publishers and critics who see in them a way to confirm the West’s 
vision of itself. Miano is attentive to the question of audience, and has stated that, while she 




audience and will only do so with an African editor because she refuses to reveal intimate 
aspects of her life to a predominantly French readership.769 Furthermore, she has publicly 
denounced University of Nebraska Press for marketing decisions regarding her translated works, 
stating that they completely disregarded the specificity of her novel and instead projected onto it 
tired colonialist tropes.770 Attentive reading practices are thus crucial in order to look beyond the 
publishing decisions over which authors often have very little control. That simplistic 
presentation of Miano’s work for an American or European audience does not allow for an 
appreciation of the challenges that she poses to those very colonialist discourses and simplistic 
Western views of family, desire, and gender relations. 
Is Tiki queer? Is Crépuscule du tourment a queer novel? I hope to have shown that this 
question limits our answers from the very outset. Though queer self-identification may play a 
strategic role in contemporary intersectional activism, I see no reason for its insistent application 
to texts that seem to resist that very grid of intelligibility. Though queer studies has contributed 
to establishing epistemologically attentive reading practices insofar as it helps us resist the 
impulse to universalize certain labels, its tools must now be utilized in order to be more self-
reflexive in regard to the very framework of “queering” itself. Rather than “queering” 
postcolonial texts, I believe that reading non-normative forms of desire transnationally requires a 
number of practices that are not always incorporated into current interpretative frameworks: 
understanding global flows of capital as they reconfigure familiar circuits of imperial power, 
                                               
769 Léonora Miano. Presentation of Crépuscule du tourment, Violette & Co., Paris, September 21, 2016. 
770 They translated Miano’s 2005 novel L’intérieur de la nuit (literally “The inside of the night”) as Dark Heart of 
the Night (a clear reference to Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, which has nothing to do with her book). 
Furthermore, the foreword “[uses] the novel in order to reinforce [the American publisher’s] views on Africa and its 
peoples” and states that Cameroon has the worst human rights record in Africa. She denounces this hypocrisy: 
“Cameroon does not have the worst human rights record in Africa. We have a lot of issues to face, but our country is 
not more violent than the US, where people are killed on a daily basis for all kinds of reasons. I don’t understand 
why the author of that foreword, who never bothered to contact me, made up stories like that. She is insulting a 
country and its people. Cameroonians will certainly not allow it.” Léonora Miano, “‘Dark Heart of the Night’: A 




refusing to consider unfamiliar practices “always already queer” in a way that applies that label 
transhistorically and transgeographically; remaining epistemologically attentive to literary 
articulations desire of and ambivalences to identity, without considering these to be lesser 
versions of familiar identities and practices or forms of false consciousness, even when 
compromises are made.  





Re-presence and the Redefinition of the Archive 
Si on se rappelle dans la re-présence le fait que tous les sujets sont co-constitués dans des rapports de 
pouvoir, alors la re-présence impliquera la redéfinition perpétuelle de ce qui compte comme matériel d’archives. 
– Paola Bacchetta, 2018771 
This dissertation has put a variety of political, social, and literary discourses in 
conversation with one another in order to trace epistemologies of desire as they shift historically 
and geographically. By selecting particular works and authors drawing on identitarian and 
identity-ambivalent approaches, I have questioned certain widely-held assumptions within 
feminist and sexual minority historiography, theory, and cultural production. In questioning 
those assumptions, however, I have also become increasingly aware of the limitations of this 
project, and each chapter has left me with more questions than it has answered. In guise of a 
conclusion, I will offer up a few of the ways in which I believe this dissertation would benefit 
from revision and expansion.  
In Chapters One and Two, I focus on certain aspects of lesbian and queer literature and 
history in France, and draw out some of the binarisms and tensions at work in these whitewashed 
narratives. Since this project is not meant to be a comprehensive historical or literary overview of 
lesbian or feminist issues in France, I have left out a massive amount of source material in favor 
of spending more time analyzing particular theoretical questions. Moving forward, however, I 
believe that it is crucial to include a greater amount of historical and activist context and political 
content, especially from the 1970s to the early 1990s. Groups such as the Coordination des 
femmes noires in the mid-1970s, racially-mixed antiracist collectives of the 1980s and early 
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1990s, and other intersectional lesbian groups such as Madivine in the mid-1990s all participated 
in protests and/or created their own DIY publications (not unlike those of the Groupe du 6 
novembre) in an effort to question the single-issue approaches of white middle-class feminism 
and sexual politics. In future, I would devote more attention to the content of such publications 
as well as to generating a timeline that more accurately reflects the rich history of social 
movements in France.  
In Chapters Three and Four, I examine certain authors and groups that point to a broader 
transnational Francophone context. Initially, I had imagined this project devoting much more 
attention to issues in other Francophone countries, and ultimately I made the pragmatic decision 
to focus more on Hexagonal France and its diasporas because I was already working with such a 
wealth of source material. However, my research would be enriched by looking to decolonial 
feminisms in both previously-colonized countries as well as the neo-colonized DOM-TOMs, as I 
clearly need to differentiate between antiracist and anticolonial responses within these different 
contexts. Because of my focus on dynamics of race and umbrella terms such as “racialized,” this 
project sometimes suffers from a monolithic approach that collapses many different contexts, 
each of which merits closer individual study. In particular, I need to examine how the different 
economic and political circumstances in France’s overseas departments and territories may have 
impacted questions of race, gender, and sexuality in particular ways that have been neglected 
here (since it relies most heavily on North African postcolonial dynamics and sources).  
Related to such questions is perhaps one of the most significant issues that time has not 
allowed me to address in this dissertation: the question of the archive. I mentioned the lesbian 
archives (Archives recherches cultures lesbiennes or ARCL) in Paris and drew on a tiny portion 




the archive arose in my own research and that of others, as well as in lesbian and queer 
communities in French and Francophone contexts more broadly. Around the time of my research 
in Paris, the question of queer and lesbian archives came to the fore in a number of groups and 
spaces that I was frequenting. In October 2016, dozens of lesbian and feminist archivists, 
librarians, activists, and scholars gathered for a two-day conference at the mairie of the Third 
Arrondissement in Paris. During one session, the Lesbiennes of color presented some of the 
issues that they faced in archiving their work. First of all, much of it was video footage of 
protests or performance pieces, such that text-oriented archives, and their attendant 
organizational methods, were not suitable to film. Second, the LOCs were concerned that if they 
integrated their material into, for instance, the existing collections at the Bibliothèque 
Marguerite-Durand or the ARCL, then they would lose control over the ways in which their 
materials were stored and viewed. Their concerns seemed founded when I considered the fact 
that they were not invited to participate in the closing roundtable about the future of the archive. 
Clearly, their legacy and intercentions were still being viewed as an optional supplement to 
existing narratives, rather than as essential to rethinking approaches to gender and sexuality in 
France today. 
In May 2018, another conference took place in order to brainstorm the question of gay 
and lesbian archives in Paris more broadly. Paola Bacchetta, Professor of Women’s and Gender 
Studies at Berkeley and longtime lesbian of color activist in France, delivered a keynote address 
in which she spoke to the need for a “non-additive” approach to archives related to questions of 
gender and sexuality. Drawing on the work of Jacques Derrida and Ann Laura Stoler, she 
identifies the archive as a site of immense symbolic and material power in constituting (and 




which absence can be brought in to haunt the archive and shake up the many assumptions 
inherent in definitions of “legitimate” cultural production and political content. Largely because 
of severely limited access to financial and institutional power, racialized activists’ materials—
like those of the Lesbiennes of color mentioned above—often consist of brief texts, short videos 
or protest footage, political pamphlets, notes from meetings, exchanged letters… In short, 
fragments that are often viewed as lacking legitimacy, coherence, or representational power. In 
moving forward with this project, I will need to address the question of the archive and its 
material history more fully. I consider my project to in some ways reflect Bacchetta’s concept of 
“re-presencing” through non-additive approaches, but believe there is far more work to be 
done—much of which depends upon a critical re-examination of my own definiton of 
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